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This descriptive study examines students’ perspectives of their 
engagement when seated in flexible seating with choice. The researcher 
analyzed interview and survey data to answer the following research questions: 
1.) What are students’ perceptions of flexible seating with choice? 2.) What are 
students’ perceptions on their level of engagement with flexible seating with 
choice?  
The purpose of this study was achieved by interviewing and surveying first 
grade students who have experienced flexible seating in their Title 1 school 
within Southern California. Using the data from the interviews, this study 
identified common themes around the perception of flexible seating 
among randomly selected students interviewed. Under the themes of comfort, 
freedom of choice, focus, movement, and feelings towards flexible seating were 
discussed. Using the data from the surveys, this study found that 75% of student 
participants perceived their level of engagement to be considered true 
engagement or full engagement according to Schlechty’s (2011) levels of 
engagement, while 18.8% perceived their level to be considered strategic 
compliance and 6.3% perceived theirs to be retreatism. 
This study provides insight into how students perceive their engagement 
with flexible seating. The results of this study, display that flexible seating has a 
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Classrooms almost look the same as they did decades ago (Delzer, 
2016). Fox (2017) claims traditional classroom layouts have not changed 
significantly since the 1800s. Students confined in these fixed classrooms are 
unaware of the world full of vibrant choices outside the classroom walls. Instead, 
they know life as it is seen behind computers or confined in a desk and chair. 
How can we expect our students to become problem solvers, critical thinkers, 
and makes choices for themselves if educators continue to solve their problems 
and limit the amount of choice students are given within the classroom? 
According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2020), the 
overall dropout rate has decreased from 9.7 percent to 5.3 percent between 2006 
to 2018. The improvement in dropout rate seems optimistic however, it is 
important that it continues to reduce. Research has shown that student 
engagement towards learning has been declining as students progress through 
school (Conner & Pope, 2013). As a result, students tend to drop out due to their 
lack of engagement (Walters, 2016). In addition, many more students stay in 
school but drop out mentally, which gradually causes them to disengage from 
what schools have to offer (Washor & Mojkowski, 2014). The answer to a 
continuous decrease in student dropout is a redesign of schools to increase and 
sustain student engagement (Washor & Mojkowski, 2014). Therefore, if 
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educators can redesign an engaging learning experience for these students, it 
can reduce dropout rates and increased graduation rates (Walters, 2016). Once 
students are engaged, it can help them become interested in coming to school to 
learn (Walters, 2016). 
Parker et al. (2017) explain how giving students real choices in the 
classroom, whether it is their assignments, the classmates they work with, etc., 
can boost their engagement. Flowerday and Schraw (2003) describe how 
educators also believe that choice within a classroom is an effective strategy 
towards motivation and engagement.  
For years, no seating choice has been offered to accommodate student 
activities. Seats available are meant to be “one size fits all.” If we look at 
instructional practices, educators should know that there is no “one size fits all” 
teaching method. Therefore, why do the same with seating? Classroom seating 
environments should be encouraging engagement, collaboration, 
communication, creativity, and critical thinking. If students are sitting in rows of 
desks and chairs all day, this will be limited (Delzer, 2016). 
If student engagement is indeed the desired goal, then we, as educators, 
must adapt right along with our students in our learning spaces. Learning 
environments represent the vision of an organization’s educational goals (Harvey 
& Kenyon, 2013). However, with budgets, enrollment issues, and seating 
capacities, learning spaces are restricted (Harvey & Kenyon, 2013). When 
learning environments are disregarded, the space becomes a frustrating 
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environment and creates a barrier to engagement, learning, and teaching 
(Harvey & Kenyon, 2013). For educational organizations to remain feasible in 
today’s competitive academic world, they must recognize that learning and 
pedagogy are changing; therefore, learning spaces need to support modern 
educational practices (Harvey & Kenyon, 2013). 
 
Purpose Statement 
 There is a growing need for teachers to implement research-based 
instructional practices to promote engagement (Ivory, 2017).  Engagement has 
been recognized as a multidimensional construct consisting of affective, 
behavioral, and cognitive components (Connor & Pope, 2013). These 
components are necessary to achieve full engagement within students (Connor & 
Pop, 2013). To reach full engagement, educators may want to make learning 
interesting and enjoyable to students (Connor & Pope, 2013). Flexible seating 
has become a newly “research-based” practice that can enhance learning and 
increase student engagement due to student choice in seating options 
(Burgeson, 2017). Travis (2017) and Allen (2018) show that students who were 
given the choice of where to sit and what kind of seating with flexible seating 
increased student engagement in terms of on task behavior and participation. 
This informs the current study that there is a relation between students being 
given a choice with flexible seating and their level of engagement. The question 
is, what level are the students demonstrating? Schlechty (2011) identifies five 
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levels of student engagement: Rebellion, Retreatism, Ritual Compliance, 
Strategic Compliance, and Engagement. A student who is exhibiting rebellious 
behavior refuses to comply and chooses to use their attention elsewhere, often 
leading to disruption (Schlechty, 2011). A student demonstrating retreatism 
develops ways to hide their noncompliance (Schlechty, 2011). A student who 
demonstrates ritual compliance is when the student only does the things that are 
needed to be done. A student demonstrating strategic compliance considers the 
task to be of little value; however, they will spend more time and energy required 
to obtain the outcome or reward (Schlechty, 2011). A student demonstrating full 
engagement finds meaning and value in the task and will persist in times of 
difficulty (Schlechty, 2011). Therefore, the purpose of this descriptive study is to 
examine students’ perspectives of their engagement when seated in flexible 
seating with choice. The researcher seeks to measure the levels of engagement 
among students that experience flexible seating with choice. The researcher 
hopes that this study’s findings can provide educators with knowledge on flexible 
seating and the level of engagement students reveal with it. The results of this 
study can have an impact on educators’ instructional practices.  
 
Research Questions  
1.What are students’ perceptions of flexible seating with choice? 
2. What are students’ perceptions on their level of engagement with flexible 
seating with choice? 
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Significance of the Study 
Student engagement is something many educators desire to achieve 
within students (Gregory & Kaufeldt, 2015; Bray & McClaskey, 2014). 
Researchers say providing student’s choice can foster engagement within a 
student (Deci et al., 1996; Evan & Boucher, 2015). The Department of Education 
(2016) states that flexible seating is designed to support active learning in 
students, which can increase engagement compared to a traditional style 
classroom design. Therefore, the significance of the study is to show how 
students perceive their engagement with flexible seating. This study is significant 
because previous literature lacks student perceptions on flexible seating and 
their level of engagement. The researcher hopes that the study’s findings can 
provide educators with knowledge on flexible seating and the level of 
engagement students can demonstrate with it. The results of this study can have 
an impact on educators’ instructional practices. If students perceive to be in full 
engagement with choice within flexible seating, many educators can seek flexible 
seating as a tool for student engagement within the classroom. Not only would 
educators potentially benefit from the results of this study, but students, parents, 
and other stakeholders in education would also potentially benefit because the 
results would impact the field of education. The results would possibly benefit all 
stakeholders and impact the field of education by providing educators a tool to 
assist in engagement, offering students an engaging learning environment, and 
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 Glassner’s choice theory will guide this study. Choice theory explains why 
and how we behave (Glassner, 1998; Erwin, 2004). Glasser (1998) explains that 
all our behaviors are chosen to satisfy our five psychological needs: survival, love 
and belonging, power, freedom, and fun. This study will concentrate on the 
freedom need of choice theory. The freedom need consist of two types: freedom 
from and freedom to (Erwin, 2004). Within the classroom, freedom from refers to 
providing students with the opportunity to experience a needed change or avoid 
something unpleasant (Erwin, 2004). Freedom to in the classroom provides the 
students with the opportunity of choice (Erwin, 2004). This study will look through 




There are a few assumptions to consider. The first assumption is that 
engagement is an important construct to understand. The second assumption is 
that engagement is an important factor for overall student achievement. The third 
assumption is the self-evident truth that instructional practices need to be 
changed to have engagement. The fourth assumption is that teachers are 
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capable of changing instruction. The fifth assumption is that engagement is 
beneficial. The final assumption is that student choice is a differentiated way that 
could impact students’ engagement differently. 
 
Delimitations 
 The delimitations of this study include focusing on engagement, not 
motivation. Delimiting this study to specifically engagement and not motivation is 
necessary because motivation is caused by something intrinsically or 
extrinsically, whereas engagement comes after that. Even though motivation is a 
vital part of learning, to be engaged, motivation is needed; therefore, just 
because one is motivated does not necessarily mean they are fully engaged. 
Another delimitation is the focus on the holistic view of engagement rather than 
only one component. Full engagement encompasses the components of 
behavioral, cognitive, and affective engagement. Delimiting this study to the 
holistic view of engagement is necessary because full engagement is what 
causes learning. If just one component is present does not fundamentally mean 
that a student is fully engaged and learning. Another delimitation of this study is 
the focus on first graders from a title 1 school. This is necessary to target this 
population and its use of flexible seating as an engagement tool. Additionally, this 





Definitions of Key Terms 
 Key terms used in this study have been defined to provide an 
understanding that is equitable and understandable. Following is a list of 
significant key terms used in this study with the corresponding definitions. 
Learning Environments  
According to the Glossary of Education Reform (2013), Learning 
environment refers to the diverse physical locations, contexts, and cultures in 
which students learn.  
Flexible Seating 
Flexible seating is this new trend in education where traditional classroom 
furniture is being replaced with tables of various sizes, couches, bean bag chairs, 
therapy balls, pillows, etc. (Havig, 2017).  
Seating Designs  
The design of chairs or seating styles (Espey, 2008; Harvey & Kenyon, 
2013). 
Choice 
Within Glassner’s Choice Theory (1998), the freedom need explains 
choice as providing students the opportunity to experience a needed change, 
avoid something unpleasant, or make decisions within their learning. 
Engagement 
According to the Glossary of Education Reform (2016), student 
engagement refers to “the degree of attention, curiosity, interest, optimism, and 
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passion that students show when they are learning or being taught, which 
extends to the level of motivation they have to learn and progress in their 
education” (para. 1). Engagement in school can be defined as a student’s 
behavioral, affective (emotional), and cognitive involvement and commitment to 
learning (Jimerson et al., 2003; Fredricks, J. A. et al., 2004; Yang, P., & Lamb, 
M., 2014). 
Schlechty’s Levels of Engagement 
 Schlechty (2011) identified five different levels of engagement: Rebellion- 
Schlechty (2011) identifies rebellious behavior as refusing to comply and use 
attention elsewhere. Retreatism- Schlechty (2011) identifies retreatism as a 
student developing ways to hide noncompliance behaviors. Ritual Compliance- 
Schlechty (2011) identifies ritual compliance as students completing the bare 
minimum to avoid consequences. Strategic Compliance- Schlechty (2011) 
identifies strategic compliance as students considering little value to tasks but will 
associate their attention to the outcome. Full Engagement- Schlechty (2011) 
identifies full engagement as students who find meaning and value in tasks and 
persist in times of difficulty. 
 
Summary of the Chapter 
Connor and Pope (2013) have explained that student engagement is 
decreasing as students move through school. It has been described that giving 
students choices in the classroom can help boost their engagement (Parker et 
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al., 2017; Flowerday & Schraw, 2003). Seating options should be a part of those 
choices. Currently, the seating within classrooms is a “one size fits all” when in 
education, it is known there is no “one size fits all.” According to Delzer (2016), 
seating environments should encourage engagement, but if students are 
confined in traditional desks and chairs all day, this will be limited. 
 Educator's instructional practices should adapt right along with students in 
the learning environment. Harvey and Kenyon (2013) emphasize that if learning 
environments are disregarded, it becomes a frustrating environment and creates 
a barrier to engagement. Educational organizations must recognize that learning 
along with instruction is ever changing, therefore learning environments need to 
change as well to support the learning and instruction (Harvey & Kenyon, 2013) 
 Chapter one has introduced the purpose statement, research questions, 
significance of the study, theoretical underpinnings, assumptions, and 
delimitations of the study, as well as the definitions of key terms. In chapter two, 
a review of the literature regarding learning environments, flexible seating, 
seating designs, engagement, motivation, choice, and instructional practices that 
promote engagement will be discussed. Literature reviews are used to give 
researchers information on other areas of study and help them identify gaps in 
the present literature (Fraenkel et al., 2015). In chapter three, the research 
design and methodology of the study are explained in detail. Fraenkel et al. 
(2015) recommend that procedures of a study “should be spelled out in detail” 
(p.20). Presentation of data and an analysis of the findings are organized in 
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chapter four, and in chapter five, the conclusions and recommendations for 








































LITERATURE REVIEW  
Learning Environments 
According to Anthes (2009), architects have believed that places we 
occupy can affect how we think, the way we feel, and the way we behave. 
Behavior scientists are finding that learning environments can promote 
“creativity, keep students focused… and lead to relaxation and social intimacy” 
(Anthes, 2009, p. 1, para. 3). Learning environments represent the vision of an 
institution’s educational goals (Harvey & Kenyon, 2013). Learning environments 
should also display the value of growing knowledge (Harvey & Kenyon, 2013). 
However, with budgets, enrollment issues, and seating capacities, learning 
spaces are restricted (Harvey & Kenyon, 2013). When learning environments are 
disregarded, the space becomes a frustrating environment and creates a barrier 
to learning and teaching (Harvey & Kenyon, 2013). 
Fischetti (2016) explains how all children work differently, and what may 
work for one student may not work for another. Fischetti (2016) continues by 
explaining how in learning, the environment is crucial. If educators are trying to 
encourage collaboration and critical thinking within their classrooms, the actual 
space that this is being done in, needs to be considered (Fishetti, 2016).  
Learning spaces have been focused on organization for educators rather 
than the needs of learners (Limpert, 2017). There is a large amount of research 
available that explores how to differentiate the needs of students. However, little 
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has been studied regarding the learning environment and how to incorporate 
flexible seating options to alter student attitudes and behaviors (Limpert, 2017). 
Incorporating flexible seating options for students within the learning space 
allows student choice about how and what students are learning, which may 
increase their motivation (Limpert, 2017). Students would exhibit more motivation 
in their learning if they were given the opportunity of choice (Limpert, 2017). 
Limpert (2017) conducted a qualitative study with fourth grade students and 
teachers through a survey to determine their perceptions about their learning 
environments and reading. It was found that when providing choice within a 
learning environment for students, students enjoy the freedom of choice when it 
came where to sit and what to read (Limpert, 2017). Therefore, educators must 
make efforts to move away from the traditional learning environment to a more 
flexible learning environment (Limpert, 2017). 
Teaching methods and practices have changed over time, but not 
classroom spaces (Gurznki-Weiss et al., 2015). Conversations on transforming 
classroom design to promote language-learning opportunities have already 
begun (Gurzynki-Weiss et al., 2015). Institutions are designing classrooms that 
incorporate technology and in nontraditional manners (Gurzynki-Weiss et al., 
2015). The newer designed classrooms are built in hopes to enhance student 
centered learning and capitalize on student choice and modern structures 
(Gurzynki-Weiss et al., 2015).  
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Gurzynki-Weiss et al. (2015) found that classroom design may be an 
additional contextual factor that may influence language-learning opportunities. 
“Researchers have investigated the relationship between the classroom 
environment, student behavior, and academic engagement” (Guardino & 
Fullerton, 2010; Hood-Smith & Leffingwell, 1983; Visser, 2001). An organized 
classroom allows for positive interaction between teachers and students, which 
can reduce challenging behaviors (Guardino & Fullerton, 2010; Martella. Nelson, 
& Marchand-Martella, 2003). “Additionally, modifying the classroom environment 
may serve as a direct intervention for children who demonstrate ongoing 
disruptive behavior” (Conroy, Davis, Fox, & Brown, 2002; Guardino & Fullerton, 
2010). 
In an elementary school in an urban area of the southeastern United 
States, Guardino and Fullerton (2010) analyzed a case study of a fourth-grade 
class with disruptive behavior. Guardino and Fullerton (2010) found that after 
implementing environmental changes to the classroom, “academic engagement 
increased immediately and stayed at or near 45%” (p. 12). Before the modified 
classroom, “overall academic engagement was extremely low before 
intervention, with students engaged less than 3% of the time” (Guardino & 
Fullerton, 2010, p. 12).  When it came to the disruption within the students “prior 
to intervention, overall disruptive behavior occurred approximately 90% of the 
time. After the intervention, disruptive behavior immediately decreased, but was 
inconsistent during the final observations” (Guardino & Fullerton, 2010, p.12). 
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Weinstein (1981) reviewed much research on classroom design and its 
effect on student behavior and attitudes. One research study was by Zifferblatt 
(1972), who examined the relationship between design and behavior in two third-
grade informal classrooms. When it came to teaching styles, curriculum, and 
classroom activities, much was very similar. However, Zifferblatt (1972) 
“observed shorter attention spans and more off-task movement and conversation 
in one than the other” (Weinstein, 1981, p. 16). It was concluded that the 
differences in behavior were due to the differences in the learning space. In the 
classroom, where the students' behavior was better, the learning space was 
clearly partitioned and defined. The desks were arranged in formats of clusters 
and placed in areas where students can focus more. The teacher was also 
forced to walk around the room and interact with student activities due to his/her 
desk being arranged off in a corner (Weinstein, 1981). In the other room, the 
“areas for different activities were not clearly designated and set apart by 
barriers; often areas for quiet study and areas for louder activities were 
contiguous” (Weinstein, 1981, p.16). 
 
Flexible Seating 
 As teaching strategies are evolving, educators are beginning to see that 
classroom layout and furniture may need to evolve as well (Kennedy, 2017; 
Allen, 2018). School settings can be flexible not only in their instruction but also 
in their classroom seating design and furniture (Kennedy, 2017; Allen, 2018). 
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Seating options within a classroom allow for student choice, modifiability, and 
versatility (CDE, 2016; Kennedy, 2017; Allen, 2018). Providing furniture and 
seating choices influences the way humans interact and can help them meet 
their freedom need (Anthes, 2009; Erwin, 2004). 
Teachers have begun to incorporate a new trend inside their classrooms, 
causing classrooms to look very different from what they used to (Having, 2017). 
Flexible seating is this new trend in education where traditional classroom 
furniture is being replaced with tables of various sizes, couches, bean bag chairs, 
therapy balls, pillows, etc. (Havig, 2017). Instead of traditional classrooms filled 
with desks and chairs in rows, teachers are transforming the classroom into a 
unique lounge-like classroom.  
According to the Department of Education (2016), flexible furniture is a 
must for a collaborative learning space. When a classroom is designed to 
support the active learning of students, an increase in engagement occurs 
compared to the traditional row by row classroom seating design (Department of 
Education, 2016).  
In a study conducted by Travis (2017), the relationship between student 
choice in seating, flexible seating, and the level of engagement in traditional 
classrooms compared to classrooms offering choice was investigated. The 
sample was a random sample of 12 schools from a school district in southwest 
Missouri. Data was collected quantitatively through observations to see whether 
students had a choice in their seating or were assigned, if seating was flexible 
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seating or traditional seating, and the total number of engaged or off-task 
students. Travis (2017) found a positive and significant difference in the 
engagement of students who had flexible seating compared to those with 
traditional seating. Travis (2017) also found a positive and significant difference 
in the engagement of students who had the choice of where to sit compared to 
those who were assigned. Travis (2017) recommended for future research that 
researchers should tie qualitative data with a study of student choice and the 
learning environment. 
In a like study, (Burgeson, 2017) conducted an action research project to 
determine if students were more engaged in flexible seating options compared 
to traditional desks and chairs. The study was conducted with 23 third grade 
students. Data was collected through a Likert scale Google form. Each student 
was asked to think about their experience with each seating option and rate their 
engagement on a three-point Likert scale. Burgeson (2017) found that some 
students did enjoy traditional desks and chairs, but others also enjoyed the 
flexible seating choices. Burgeson’s (2017) data did not display any one type of 
seating option being the best option for students, but it did exhibit that 
engagement levels varied from student to student depending on their individual 
needs. 
In another study, Allen (2018) conducted a single-subject design and 
researched the effects of student seating choice on behavior and academic 
achievement. The participants of this study included students from three fifth 
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grade social studies and science classes. The participants of this study were of 
mixed abilities, and five were students with Individualized Education Plans 
(IEPs). Data on in class behavior was collected through teacher data collection 
and student self-monitoring. The teacher collected academic data through 
multiple formative assessments and summative assessments. Allen (2018) 
found overall an increase in on-task behavior, participation, and academic 
achievement. Allen (2018) states that based on the study results, it 
recommended integrating student choice within the classroom in terms of 
seating design. Allen (2018) suggests more data be collected on the effects of 
flexible seating on student behavior and academic achievement.  
In another study, Jaspal (2019) conducted a phenomenological qualitative 
research study on teachers' perceptions on flexible seating. The population 
selected were elementary teachers between grades three and six within rural 
schools in California. The sample consisted of 12 elementary teachers who 
implement flexible seating, and data was collected through semi-structured 
interviews. Jaspal (2019) found that flexible seating has a positive effect on 
academic achievement, the level of accountability increases with flexible 
seating, flexible seating empowers students to have ownership, flexible seating 
helps students stay focused, and flexible seating increases levels of student 
engagement. Recommendations for future research include: studying the 
perceptions of students and parents on flexible seating; conducting a 
quantitative study on academic achievement on secondary students who use 
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flexible seating; study how flexible seating meets the needs of special education 
students; examine experienced teachers perceptions on flexible seating; 
observe schools that fully implement flexible seating; and study the experiences 
and perceptions of early childhood educators (Jaspal, 2019) 
In a qualitative study by Comaianni (2017), she explores if first grade 
students perform better academically in a flexible seating learning environment 
structured towards them. Comajanni (2017) collects data from first graders in 
her class in the 2016-2017 school year and the 2017-2018 school year. The 
data was collected through a learning style quiz which helped determine the 
environment they learn best in, observations of students, interviews of students 
and parents, and progress monitoring with work samples. After analyzing the 
data, Comaianni (2017) found that her students performed better when given a 
choice of where to sit that best fits their learning needs. 
Other studies have examined flexible seating and other seating designs to 
see its effect on academics in terms of writing, its effect on environments with 
at-risk students, and on task behavior. Haan (2015) collected data that showed 
how kindergarten students’ performance in handwriting increased as they 
worked on stability balls, a type of flexible seating. She found that the 
experimental group's overall growth was 5.66 percentage points higher than the 
control group (Haan, 2015). This indicated that students who sat on the flexible 
seating design of stability balls grew at a faster rate than students who did not 
(Haan, 2015). Erz (2018) examined the ways flexible seating creates a more 
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inclusive environment affecting the secondary classrooms of at-risk students. 
The participants were from two secondary classrooms that incorporated flexible 
seating. Data collection was through teacher interviews, analysis of school 
artifacts, and observations. The findings indicated that it created a sense of 
choice, democracy, and self-regulation within the classroom (Erz, 2018). 
Burgoyne and Ketcham (2015) conducted an observational study in a local 
elementary school classroom that implemented therapy balls.  From their 
observations, “it was found that therapy ball seating was correlated with 
increased task behavior” (Burgoyne & Ketcham, 2015, p.45). 
These studies can illustrate the positive effects flexible seating has within 
a classroom setting and its students. 
 
Advantages of Flexible Seating 
It is well known that educators have understood that all students have 
different learning styles. Flexible seating is perfect for this because it allows a 
variety of options for students to pick their best learning style. One student may 
learn better sitting on a bean bag chair while another is lying flat on their 
stomach. Others might realize they need to release energy while learning; 
therefore, they probably learn better while bouncing up and down on a yoga ball. 
It just depends on the students’ preference and if the teacher allows variety so 
that students have the option to do this. 
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Many benefits come with flexible seating (Smith System, 2019). The first is 
choice (Smith System, 2019). Students feel empowered when they have control 
over their environment (Smith System, 2019). Flexible seating gives students the 
power to choose where they get to complete their work and allows them to 
change their seating choice as needed (Smith System, 2019). The next benefit is 
physical health (Smith System, 2019). With flexible seating, students can wobble, 
rock, bounce, lean, stand, etc. which in turn increases oxygen flow to the brain 
(Smith System, 2019). All the movement that occurs with flexible seating 
promotes physical activity, which is linked to higher self-esteem, reduced anxiety, 
higher academic performance, better health, and improved behavior (Smith 
System, 2019; CDC, 2010; Doussett, 2015). Flexible seating also provides the 
benefit of promoting comfort (Smith System, 2019). When a student is 
uncomfortable, they become distracted and unproductive (Smith System, 2019). 
Flexible seating allows students to find a seat that can help them stay calm, 
focused, and productive (Smith System, 2019).  
Another benefit of flexible seating is that it builds a sense of community 
within the students (Smith System, 2019). With flexible seating, students are 
encouraged to share space and supplies (Smith System, 2019). It encourages 
turn taking with the different seating options (Smith System, 2019). The benefit of 
collaboration also comes with flexible seating (Smith System, 2019). Flexible 
seating allows students to pair up quickly, work in small groups, or discuss as a 
whole class (Smith System, 2019). Commitment to learning is an essential 
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benefit of flexible seating (Smith System, 2019). Flexible seating is a strategy to 
improve learning environments, and learning environments have shown a direct 
impact on student achievement (Smith System, 2019). Communication is another 
benefit of flexible seating (Smith System, 2019). Flexible seating involves much 
communication because it requires higher-order thinking skills and emotional 
coping skills (Smith System, 2019). It fosters turn-taking and patience within the 
classroom because students need to know how to work with one another in a 
flexible seating environment (Smith System, 2019).  
An additional benefit to flexible seating is sensory input (Smith System, 
2019). Many of the seating designs in flexible seating stimulate students’ sense 
of touch, helping them focus and process information (Smith System, 2019). This 
is very helpful for kids with ADHD and ASD (Smith System, 2019). Finally, it 
promotes fun within the classroom, which is great for making learning enjoyable 
(Smith System, 2019). 
In a study done by Havig (2017), other benefits were found. First, it was 
established that the majority of students in the study stated their opinion as liking 
flexible seating (Havig, 2017). It was also established that when it came to 
student choice, the majority of students believed they chose seats that helped 
them focus (Havig, 2017). When it came to their seating preference, students 
indicated they liked having the option of where to sit, however many still did 
indicate they would still like to have a desk (Havig, 2017). Another benefit was 
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that many teachers noticed with flexible seating that students come to school 
more eager to learn (Delzer, 2016; Havig, 2017).  
Havig (2017) added that students that are engaged and motivated tend to 
be happy. Havig (2017) found that flexible seating provides students with more 
opportunities to move and make responsible choices in the classroom. Students 
feel responsible when they are given the power to freely pick and choose where 
they want to sit in order to learn better (Havig, 2017). Students become more 
committed, more motivated, and more engaged in their learning when given this 
responsibility (Havig, 2017).  
Students today are substantially different from students from long ago. 
Everything has changed in the world they live in. Therefore, since the world has 
changed, classroom environments should change as well. Classrooms need to 
be renovated to promote everlasting change and the upbeat world we live in that 
will always foster growth and learning. Tollefsen (2016) explains from the results 
of her study “that students learn when given choice, autonomy, and voice” (p. 
28). Flexible seating can give students that choice, autonomy, and voice that is 
needed in their educational setting to achieve engagement. 
 
Flexible Seating and Special Education 
Many students in the general education classroom struggle already to sit 
still and be engaged; imagine the challenge it must be for a student with special 
needs (Zeigler, 2006). Children with special needs are being asked to spend 
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hours in the general education classroom “attending, organizing, and controlling 
their actions” when in general, those are the main challenges they face on a 
daily basis within the classroom setting (Zeigler, 2006, p.12). Students with 
disabilities struggle to stay focused due to educators failing to address their 
sensory needs, leading to undesirable behaviors (Schrage, 2018; DeGangi, 
2017). These behaviors must be addressed in the classroom with intervention 
strategies or tools from the special education teacher (Schrage, 2018). 
Different types of seating can enhance the general and special education 
classrooms by providing teachers with the tools to accommodate their students 
on task work (Schrage, 2018; Fedewa, Ahn, Erwin & Davis, 2015; Fedewa & 
Erwin, 2011; Chen, Yan, Yin, Pan, & Chang, 2014). On task work increases 
when tools are provided to students that allow them to move (Schrage, 2018; 
Fedewa, Ahn, Erwin, & Davis, 2015; Fedewa & Erwin, 2011; Chen, Yan, Yin, 
Pan, & Chang, 2014). Studies show that students with disabilities benefit from 
movement in the classroom because it improves concentration levels (Schrage, 
2018; Rosenthal, Malek & Mitchell, 1997; Fedewa, & Erwin, 2011; Howie, Beets, 
& Pate, 2014).  
In children, the most frequent neurobehavioral disorder that gets 
diagnosed is Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) (Kauffman, 2001; 
Schilling et al., 2003). According to the Center for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC), in 2016, approximately 9.4% (6.1 million) of children ages 2-
17 years old have been diagnosed with ADHD. In addition, the CDC also 
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reported that 1 in 59 students ages 3 to 21 had been diagnosed with autism 
spectrum disorders (ASD). 
Children diagnosed with ADHD experience sensory motor problems that 
affect academics and make regular school activities difficult (Mulligan, 2001; 
Schilling et al., 2003). It has been identified that children with ADHD have 
problems sitting and paying attention (Goldstein and Goldstein, 1992; Schilling 
et al., 2003).  
The difficulties linked to attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) 
such as paying attention, being able to self-regulate behavior, and hyperactivity 
tend to turn into educational, social, and behavioral problems for children 
diagnosed with ADHD (Fedewa & Erwin, 2011; Loe & Feldman, 2007; Massetti 
et al., 2007). An intervention approach used to address students' behavior with 
ADHD is the change of the classroom environment to meet the students’ needs 
(Schilling et al., 2003).  
An intervention that has increased students’ focus and improved their 
academic achievement is the use of stability balls in a classroom rather than 
chairs (Carriere, 1998; Schilling, Washington, Billingsley, & Deitz, 2003; Fedewa 
& Erwin, 2011). In Schilling’s et al. study (2003), it was found that both in-seat 
behavior and legible word productivity improved in students with ADHD when 
seated on the therapy balls. In Fedewa and Erwin’s study (2011), they 
investigated the effects of stability balls on children’s classroom behavior. Their 
study took place in an elementary school in central Kentucky, where they 
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evaluated 76 children, from grades third through fifth, hyperactivity levels. Eight 
of those students were classified at or above the 92nd percentile in attention and 
hyperactivity levels. They found that all 76 students had improved attention and 
hyperactivity levels when stability balls were used instead of chairs (Fedewa & 
Erwin, 2011). Of the eight students who were classified severe in attention and 
hyperactivity, the stability balls had a great effect on improving their attention 
and hyperactivity levels (Fedewa & Erwin, 2011). 
Children diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) often display 
concerns in communication, social interaction, and behavior in the classroom 
(Fein & Dunn, 2007; Simpson, Myles, & LaCava, 2008). “Behavioral concerns 
such as difficulty sitting still, attending to relevant stimuli, and engaging in 
teacher-initiated activities interfere with participation in classroom activities” 
(Bagatell et al., 2010, p. 895). An intervention recommended is the use of 
sensory processing strategies (Bagatell et al., 2010; Watling, Deitz, Kanny, & 
McLaughlin, 1999). One of these strategies includes the use of therapy ball 
chairs (Bagatell et al., 2010). Schilling and Schwartz (2004) conducted research 
on how stability balls affected classroom behavior in young children with ASD. 
Their study investigated the effects of therapy balls as seating, on engagement 
and in-seat behavior of young children with ASD. Their study found 
improvements in engagement and in-seat behavior with the use of therapy balls. 
To further elaborate on the positive effects of flexible seating with students 
with special needs, it is essential to understand special education teachers’ 
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perspectives on flexible seating. Schrage (2018) conducted an exploratory case 
study where special education teachers' perspectives on flexible seating and its 
impact on students' behavioral needs with disabilities were explored. Twenty-
two participants completed a survey and shared their perceptions of flexible 
seating in a special education classroom. The results indicated that “choices, 
tools, and rewards of a flexible seating classroom improved the health and 
behavior of students” (Schrage, 2018, p. 78). Schrage’s respondents all 
perceived that flexible seating with students with disabilities is much needed in 
the classroom as a behavioral tool (2018). Therefore, it can be seen that flexible 




Classroom environments, as well as seating structure and designs, are 
affecting student learning (Espey, 2008; Harvey & Kenyon, 2013). In fact, 
designs of chairs and seating styles are an important element in the physical 
learning environment, especially as students’ body shapes and sizes are 
evolving (Espey, 2008; Harvey & Kenyon, 2013). Numerous studies have 
demonstrated the importance of ergonomic furniture, in other words, comfortable 
furniture (Breithhecker, 2006). This type of furniture promotes motivation and 
satisfaction with a work and learning environment (Breithhecker, 2006). 
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Ergonomic furniture ultimately ensures increased performance and productivity 
(Breithhecker, 2006).  
Studies have shown that when a person is seated, 86% of their weight is 
supported by the chair (Harvey & Kenyon, 2013). This illustrates that chairs play 
an essential role in supporting weight. Thariq et al. (2010) indicate when sitting in 
static tables and chairs, the development of musculoskeletal disorders, poor 
posture, back pain, neck pain, and other health-related concerns could be 
affected. It is also explained how, when the body becomes inactive after being 
motionless and sitting in a traditional classroom, brain activity is reduced 
(Breithecker, 2006). Therefore, “since students must sit for lengthy periods of 
time, static posture may impede learning, diminish attention span and 
concentration, and result in fatigue, drowsiness, or even pain or discomfort” 
(Harvey & Kenyon, 2013, p.2). 
 Universal Design for Learning (UDL) identifies alternative seating as a 
strategy for student engagement (2019). UDL describes alternative seating as 
seating equipment of different styles that support a students’ need for movement 
or body sensation (2019). It also states that alternative seating “can help some 
students maintain focus while working” (Universal Design for Learning, 2019). 
In addition, the Department of Education (2016) explained that the way a 
classroom is laid out should promote learning for students that prepares them 
“for college, careers, and citizenship in the twenty-first century.” California 
schools are moving forward in modernizing their school facilities that provide a 
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flexible learning environment that can support diverse teaching and learning 
needs. In order to establish a twenty-first-century classroom, the space within the 
classroom needs to be “adaptable to allow multiple learning activities to occur 
simultaneously” (Department of Education, 2016, p.1).  
For years in U.S. schools, no seating choice has been offered to 
accommodate the variety of student activities taking place (Kennedy, 2017). 
Seats that are currently in classrooms are a one-size-fits-all when it is known that 
there is no one-size-fits-all (Kennedy, 2017). Times are changing, educational 
practices are as well, and with 21st-century learning occurring, school facility 
planners realize they need to get away from the traditional classroom setting 
(Kennedy, 2017). In order to encourage modern teaching strategies, schools 
need learning environments that can accommodate those strategies with a 
variety of space and seating (Kennedy, 2017). Providing different seating types in 




 According to the Glossary of Education Reform (2016), student 
engagement refers to “the degree of attention, curiosity, interest, optimism, and 
passion that students show when they are learning or being taught, which 
extends to the level of motivation they have to learn and progress in their 
education” (para. 1). Moreover, schools and teachers long for getting students to 
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pay attention and achieve engagement (Gregory & Kaufeldt, 2015; Bray & 
McClaskey, 2014). Likewise, Price (2015) discussed that for a student to learn, 
they must be engaged; when a student is not engaged, the learning is lacking. 
Bedell (2013) suggests students who are engaged enjoy challenges that get 
them curious, provoke their interest, and bring them excitement. 
Schlechty’s Levels of Engagement 
When a student is engaged, there are more elements involved than just 
listening, behaving, and being on task (Bedell, 2013). A holistic view of 
engagement within students looks at what students do, think, and feel (Bedell, 
2013). Schlechty (2011) explains that four components characterize a student 
who is engaged. One of these components is attentiveness (Schlechty, 2011). 
Another valuable factor is commitment (Schlechty, 2011). Persistence is another 
crucial element (Schlechty, 2011). Finally, for a student to be engaged, they must 
find meaning and value in the tasks they do (Schlechty, 2011). All four of these 
components must be present for a student to be fully engaged (Schlechty, 2011). 
Schlechty (2011) identifies five ways in which a student may respond 
regarding engagement of a task: Rebellion, Retreatism, Ritual Compliance, 
Strategic Compliance, and Engagement. A student who is exhibiting rebellious 
behavior refuses to comply and chooses to use their attention elsewhere, often 
leading to disruption (Schlechty, 2011). When demonstrating rebellion, students 
are more likely to reject their task at hand, and the value the work may suggest 
(Schlecty, 2011). Another behavior is retreatism, which manifests itself by the 
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student doing nothing and bothering no one. (Schlechty, 2011, p. 32). When a 
student is retreating, they develop ways to hide their behaviors of noncompliance 
(Schlechty, 2011).  Ritual compliance is an additional way in which students 
respond to a task (Schlechty, 2011). When a student is in the state of ritual 
compliance, the student only does the things that are needed to be done. A 
student will complete the bare minimum to avoid consequences (Schlechty, 
2011). In strategic compliance, the student considers the task to be of little value; 
however, will associate their attention with the outcomes such as grades 
(Schlechty, 2011). Students in strategic compliance will spend more time and 
energy required to obtain the outcome or reward (Schlechty, 2011). At the 
furthest end of the scale is full engagement, which refers to a student who finds 
meaning and value in the task and will persist in times of difficulty (Schlechty, 
2011). A student in full engagement will volunteer their resources, demonstrating 
their commitment to the work, and placing moral value in it (Schlechty, 2011). 
Knowing how students can respond to a task in terms of engagement, 
research finds that engagement within students in learning has declined as 
students move through school (Conner & Pope, 2013). Even in high performing 
schools, it may be challenging to identify which students are truly engaged with 
their learning (Conner & Pope, 2013). Students in these schools identify 
themselves as ‘“robo-students” and feel that when going to school, they are just 
going through the motions to get by (Conner & Pope, 2013, p. 1426). Under 
Schlechty’s (2011) definitions, these students can be identified as exhibiting ritual 
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or strategic compliance. In order for these students to achieve full engagement, 
they require meaning and value added within their tasks (Schlechty, 2011). 
 
Benefits of Engagement 
 Research has shown that engagement within students provides many 
benefits (University of Washington, 2019). Conner and Pope (2013) state how 
studies have associated student engagement with positive physical, social, and 
psychological development. Bedell (2013) explains that students who are 
engaged “learn more, develop greater critical thinking skills, and are more 
satisfied with school” compared to their peers who are not engaged in school (p. 
10).  Benefits of school engagement go beyond school, including “interpersonal 
skills, social awareness, and establishing one’s identity” (Bedell, 2013, p. 10). 
Research has established that engaging students “increases their attention and 
focus, motivates them to practice higher-level critical thinking skills, and 
promotes meaningful learning experiences” (University of Washington, 2019, 
para. 1). The key to fostering these components is to generate interest in 
subjects that students may typically be uninterested in (Walters, 2016). To do 
this, educators need to be creative in providing knowledge to their students 
(Walters, 2016). 
 When there is a lack of creativity in instruction, students can become 
disengaged. Students that are disengaged tend to have the least involvement in 
school activities because students who do not feel engaged are less likely to put 
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in extra effort (Walters, 2016). If educators can find a way to create engagement 
in schools, students can become more involved, fostering interaction, and 
community within students and their peers (Walters, 2016). 
 It is beneficial when students are engaged in the classroom because there 
are fewer disruptions (Walters, 2016). Disengaged students will often speak out 
and disrupt the lesson for other students (Walters, 2016). Engaged students will 
not only reduce class disruptions but will also promote more effective teachers 
(Walters, 2016). Teachers who are not disrupted continuously by disengaged 
students get more time to teach students in-depth (Walters, 2016). 
 Even with the amount of improvement the education system has 
attempted, students still lack engagement (Walters, 2016). Students deserve a 
quality education and the benefits that come with it (Walters, 2016). When 
educators focus more on engagement in the activities, beneficial components will 
be generated (Walters, 2016). 
 
Cognitive, Behavioral, and Affective Engagement 
Similar to how Schlechty (2011) explains that there are components to 
student engagement, many researchers have also found that full engagement 
should be viewed in a more holistic view encompassing different components. 
Engagement in school can be defined as a student’s behavioral, affective 
(emotional), and cognitive involvement and commitment to learning (Jimerson et 
al., 2003; Fredricks, J. A. et al., 2004; Yang, P., & Lamb, M., 2014). Behavioral 
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engagement is described as a student who attends class, voluntarily participates 
and talks about learning; a student who perseveres even when work gets tough 
(Fredericks et al., 2004; Bedell, 2013; Doussett, 2015). Cognitive engagement 
refers to a student who is reflective of their learning and incorporates 
thoughtfulness and willingness to exercise the necessary effort to master skills 
(Fredericks et al., 2004; Bedell, 2013; Doussett, 2015). These types of students 
set goals, regulate their behavior, and go beyond requirements (Fredericks et al., 
2004; Bedell, 2013; Doussett, 2015). It is more profound than surface learning; 
the students are focused and determined to master the content (Bedell, 2013). 
Affective or emotional engagement is characterized by a student who displays 
their enjoyment and sense of belonging and relatedness (Fredericks et al., 2004; 
Bedell, 2013; Doussett, 2015). It is formulated by forming relationships and 
feeling successful (Bedell, 2013). When students hold enjoyment for a subject 
and have supportive student-teacher relationships, students are more likely to 
value their learning (Bedell, 2013).    
Yang and Lamb (2014) conducted a mixed-method design study where 
they examined child and contextual factors in order to explore behavioral 
engagement in a classroom. Factors included were: effortful control, impulsivity, 
attachment security, teacher-child closeness, teacher-child conflict, school liking, 
school avoidance, etc.; factors that may promote behavioral engagement in the 
classroom. Their sample was a small sample of 67 early childhood students with 
an average age of 54.33 months. Data was collected through questionnaires, 
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rating scales, and observations. Their results suggested that child and contextual 
factors such as those mentioned previously might collectively affect the early 
development of behavioral engagement in structured environments, such as 
school (Yang, P., & Lamb, M., 2014). Since Yang and Lamb (2014) were limited 
to a small sample, they suggest further research on early child engagement to 
better understand how child characteristics and environmental features foster 
behavioral engagement. 
In an attempt to examine affective and cognitive engagement within 
students, Flowerday and Schraw (2003) conducted an experiment in which they 
studied the impact of having the ability to choose between different tasks. In their 
experiment, they used a 2x2 between subjects design in which they examined 
how given a choice between tasks affects cognitive and affective engagement. In 
their sample of 84 students, each was assigned to one of two sessions. In one 
session, students were given a choice between two activities, where as those 
who were a part of the second session, were not provided with a choice. They 
compared the performance between the different choice tasks with several 
different sets of analyses including a two 2x2 analyses of variance (ANOVAs) 
and a Hotelling’s T test. In their results they found that choice did not enhance 
cognitive engagement, however, it did have positive impact on affective 
engagement (Flowerday & Schraw, 2003). In addition, Flowerday and Schraw 
(2003) found that choice had a detrimental impact on deeper learning. Their 
findings also support the enhanced affective engagement hypothesis which 
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states that even a short term choice can increase positive affective engagement 
(Flowerday & Schraw, 2003). Furthermore, the results of this study suggest 
future research is needed, in order to explore the extent to which choice affects 
either perceptions of autonomy or intrinsic motivation (Flowerday & Schraw, 
2003). They also suggest comparing the effects of short-term versus long-term 
choice as well as the effects of choice on students of different ages (Flowerday & 
Schraw, 2003). 
With a focus on robo-students and their levels of behavioral, affective, and 
cognitive engagement, Conner and Pope (2013) conducted a quantitative study 
to understand the prevalence, effects, and causes of being robo-students in a 
high performing school. Their sample consisted of 6,294 high school participants 
from 15 different high-performing schools. The participants completed the 
Stanford Survey of Adolescent School Experiences, which surveyed students’ 
experiences with school engagement. Conner and Pope (2013) found that 
average rates of behavioral engagement surpass those of cognitive engagement, 
while affective engagement remains infrequent. Conner and Pope (2013) found 
that 17% of the sample reported that they are often or always affectively engaged 
in their schoolwork, 84% of the respondents reported being often or always 
behaviorally engaged, and 42% reported being often or always cognitively 
engaged. Their analysis revealed three different types of overall engagement 
within the participants: reluctantly engaged encompasses 21% of the 
participants, busily engaged makes up 48% of the participants, and fully engaged 
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with 31% of the participants (Conner & Pope, 2013). Reluctantly engaged 
students are defined as those that sometimes work hard, but rarely enjoy or 
value their schoolwork (Conner & Pope, 2013). The busily engaged students 
work hard in school, but they only occasionally enjoy the work or find it 
meaningful or important (Conner & Pope, 2013). The fully engaged students 
regularly enjoy schoolwork, exert effort, and value the assignments they are 
given (Conner & Pope, 2013). In addition, Conner and Pope (2013) found that 
65% of these students from high achieving schools with grade point averages 
above 3.5 expressed high rates of academic stress and 91% of the students 
reported to have cheated on their schoolwork at least once since coming to their 
current school. With their findings, they were able to conclude that fully engaged 
students achieve significantly higher grade point averages, while reluctantly 
engaged students report having the lowest grade point averages (Conner & 
Pope, 2013). Fully engaged students also cheat significantly less while 
reluctantly engaged students cheat the most and fully engaged students 
experience significantly less academic worry and significantly fewer internalizing, 
externalizing, and physical symptoms of stress than students in the two other 
engagement profiles (Conner & Pope, 2013). These findings illustrate that 
reluctantly and busily engaged students suffer more compared to fully engaged 
students (Conner & Pope, 2013). Conner and Pope’s (2013) discoveries raise 
considerations for future research. They recommend conducting a similar study 
of engagement at the classroom level and further test the relationships among 
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engagement types. They also recommend expanding the sample to low 
achieving schools that patterns can be explored in diverse schools as well. 
To further elaborate on the holistic view on engagement, Ivory (2017) 
conducted a study to increase engagement in a mathematics class by using 
collaborative groups to solve real-world problems through an action research 
process. The data for this study was collected from a Title 1 school in a south-
eastern state. Data was collected qualitatively through lesson plan revisions, 
reflections, conversations with students, and a narrative. The data was then 
analyzed and interpreted by finding common themes throughout the data. 
Common themes that were located in lesson plan revisions and student feedback 
helped Ivory (2017) identify deficits in the instructional design and make 
necessary instructional changes within the collaborative groups to promote 
engagement in mathematics. After the completion of this action research study, 
Ivory (2017) was able to make the necessary instructional changes to help 
promote engagement within her students in mathematics. Ivory (2017) found that 
when using a constructivist lens and having the students participate in the 
learning process by them providing feedback on their learning and working 
collaboratively; cognitive engagement, confidence, and independence was 
promoted. Additionally, Ivory (2017) found that when making the collaborative 
work challenging, persistence was displayed within the students which is an 
important component to behavioral and emotional aspects of engagement. Ivory 
(2017) also provided implications for curriculum and instruction. Ivory (2017) 
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explains that having a theoretical framework is an important foundation for a 
successful classroom. Ivory (2017) also implies that if teachers incorporate action 
research into their instruction through student centered activities and monitoring, 
an increase in engagement can occur. Recommendations for future research are 
to increase low-ability student engagement in middle grade mathematics, create 
meaningful engagement conversations with low-ability students, and create 
engagement strategies to ensure mathematical understanding for low-ability 
students (Ivory, 2017). 
 
Engagement and Motivation 
 Given that motivation is at times interchanged with engagement it is 
important to distinguish the two. The terms are interchanged often but motivation 
is what comes before engagement; motivation is the energy that causes 
engagement (Gregory & Kaufeldt, 2015). The unmotivated student is a great 
challenge to teachers (Evans & Boucher, 2015).  “Teachers everywhere strive to 
motivate their students and engage them in learning” (Gregory & Kaufeldt, 2015, 
p.9). Fredericks (2014) defines motivation as psychological and internal 
processes, where as engagement is attributed to how a student relates with a 
situation. Halpern et al. (2013) explains how when learning, motivation within a 
student is stronger when there is prior knowledge of the given topic which then 
causes interest to be activated. Headeen and McKay (2015) identify motivation 
as the vital part of learning and explain how psychologists have defined 
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motivation as the direction of energy towards a goal. 
Self- Determination Theory 
Self-determination theory (SDT), developed by Deci and Ryan, is a theory 
of motivation that defines intrinsic and extrinsic types of motivation (“Self- 
Determination Theory”, 2019). It is used to understand student engagement, 
including the role motivation plays within student engagement (Deci & Ryan, 
1985; Doussett, 2015). SDT differentiates between different types of motivation 
towards engagement (De Naeghel et al., 2012). According to Deci and Ryan 
(2000), the different types of motivation, intrinsic and extrinsic, are distinguished 
depending on the reason that spark an action for engagement. Intrinsic 
motivation refers to doing something because it brings interest or enjoyment 
within (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Extrinsic motivation, on the other hand, refers to 
doing something because it leads to a desirable outcome (Deci & Ryan, 2000). 
In order for a student to be self-determined or motivated, a student will 
experience a desire to fulfill some basic needs which include autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness when motivation and engagement are sought 
within activities (“Self- Determination Theory”, 2019; Doussett, 2015; Deci & 
Ryan, 2000). Autonomy is defined as a student who believes they have a choice 
and are able to connect to the activity based on their own values (Connell & 
Wellborn, 1991; Doussett, 2015). Competence is characterized by a student who 
sees themselves as capable of achieving their goal (Connell & Wellborn, 1991; 
Doussett, 2015). Relatedness refers to a student who can connect the activities 
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to their own goals and values (Connell & Wellborn, 1991; Doussett, 2015). Both 
intrinsically and extrinsically motivated behaviors, that satisfy these needs, are 
models and representations of self-determination (Deci & Ryan, 2000). 
Flow Theory 
Csikszentmihalyi and LeFevre (1989) refer to flow as the “optimal 
experience” (Csikszentmihalyi & Lefevre, 1989). Moneta and Csikszentmihalyi 
(1996) define flow as a “psychological state in which the person feels 
simultaneously cognitively efficient, motivated, and happy.” ( p. 277). The term 
“flow” was defined by Gregory and Kaufeldt (2015) as “the mental state that is 
achieved when a person performing an activity is immersed in a feeling of 
energized focus, full involvement, and enjoyment in the process of the activity” 
(p. 127). Flow is described as people being “fully immersed in what they are 
doing,” and when a person is in flow, they are “completely involved and 
absorbed” (Bray & McClaskey, 2014, p. 41). Bray and McClaskey (2014) 
identified flow in relation to engagement; whereas educators can provide 
opportunities for students to be in a state of flow, students will be more motivated 
and engaged towards the activity. 
 
Choice Theory 
Choice theory was developed by William Glasser and it explains why and 
how we behave (Erwin, 2004; Glasser, 1998). Glasser (1998) explains that all of 
our behaviors are chosen in satisfaction of our five psychological needs: survival, 
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love and belonging, power, freedom, and fun. Understanding these basic needs 
can help transform a classroom (Erwin, 2004). Once they are understood, a 
foundation can be developed for strategies and techniques to be used in the 
classroom that do not rely on ineffective extrinsic motivational techniques (Erwin, 
2004). Schaps (2005) studied the role of supportive school environments and 
identified that when caring school climates meet the psychological needs of 
students, the students are more likely to become engaged.  
Regarding our survival need, educators who do things to help students 
have a sense of physical and emotional safety this can help improve their 
learning (Erwin, 2004). As educators, if we make sure we create environments 
that provide a sense of security in students, which can aide in relieving stress 
that may be inhibiting our students from concentrating and learning (Erwin, 
2004). 
The need to feel loved and a sense of belonging is essential for effective 
learning within students (Erwin, 2004). Erwin explains that according to research 
on the brain “all effective learning has a social component” (Erwin, 2004, p.47). In 
order for educators to create the best learning experience for their students, 
educators should focus on the connection with their students from the very start 
(Erwin, 2004). Educators need to make sure students feel accepted from both 
the educator and their peers so they can feel better about themselves, work 
harder, and learn better (Erwin, 2004; Marzano, 1997). Feeding the need to 
belong can increase quality learning within students (Erwin, 2004). 
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According to choice theory, the power need is defined in three ways 
(Erwin, 2004). The first is the power over which is having the urge to control 
others (Erwin, 2004). The second is power within, which is the personal 
empowerment over learning and accomplishing goals (Erwin, 2004). The third is 
power with, which is when we work collaboratively and gain power together 
(Erwin, 2004). Within the school settings, students can meet this need if teachers 
provide students with opportunities to accomplish power within and with (Erwin, 
2004). If students are not given these opportunities of power with and within they 
may seek the need of power over (Erwin, 2004). Demonstrating the power over 
within students displays behaviors such as bullying and violence (Erwin, 2004). 
In schools, as well as in society, any freedom we exercise comes with 
responsibility (Erwin, 2004). The freedom need is one of the most difficult needs 
for students to meet, however if we want our students to become responsible 
members in our society it is essential that we allow them to experience freedom 
within their schooling (Erwin, 2004). Two kinds of freedom that can be provided 
within classrooms for students are freedom from and freedom to. Freedom from 
in the classroom refers to providing students with the opportunity to experience a 
needed change or to avoid something unpleasant (Erwin, 2004). An example of 
this is a chill-out chair; students can sit in a comfortable chair separated from 
their classmates to calm down when they feel upset or angry (Erwin, 2004). 
Freedom in the classroom is allowing the opportunity of choice within the 
classroom (Erwin, 2004). An example of this is the choice of seats within a 
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classroom; allowing students to choose where they sit can help them meet their 
freedom need (Erwin, 2004). If we really want students to take responsibility for 
their own learning through responsible decision making then we must provide 
opportunities within the school setting that will allow them to do so (Erwin, 2004). 
Similar to the other psychological needs, fun is something we also need 
(Erwin, 2004). Regarding education, if we want students to enjoy learning and be 
motivated in their learning, fun is an essential component in the classroom 
(Erwin, 2004). Classrooms that are inspiring are considered fun and teachers 
who are inspiring purposefully incorporate fun into their instruction (Erwin, 2004; 
Sullo, 1999). To create this inspiration, educators must move past the standard 
that learning is always hard work and understand that the aspect of fun is 
necessary for quality learning (Erwin, 2004). 
 
Student Engagement and Choice 
An important factor to consider when exploring student’s motivation that 
may be overlooked is the school’s environment, which provides opportunities for 
choice and decision (Deci & Ryan, 2002; Otis, Grouzet, & Pelletier, 2005, Evans 
& Boucher, 2015). Evans and Boucher (2015) examine previous research on 
providing choice to foster engagement and motivation. Providing choice for a 
student plays a crucial role in a students’ intrinsic motivation for learning (Deci et 
al., 1996, Evan & Boucher, 2015). Providing choices within classroom activities 
results in students’ autonomy being supported, which can create deep 
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engagement in learning (Deci etal., 1996; Evans & Boucher, 2015). However, 
just providing choice does not necessarily mean students will be motivated 
(Evans & Boucher, 2015). In order for choice to foster engagement and 
motivation, the choices given to students must be meaningful and competence-
enhancing (Evans & Boucher, 2015). 
Similarly to Schaps (2005) research, which discussed that when educators 
meet the psychological needs of students, students are more likely to become 
engaged; Erwin (2004) explains how the psychological need of freedom can 
provide a variety of choices to students within a classroom, which in turn, can 
foster engagement. Fredericks (2014) agrees that giving students autonomy in 
the classroom can enhance their engagement. Erwin (2004) provides some 
classroom practices that offer choice within the classroom. These include: 
allowing students to develop the class agenda, choice of partners, a student-
centered curriculum, letting students choose the order of the learning units, 
choosing within assignments, choosing the types of texts to read, choosing what 
they get to write about, choosing the type of performance assessment, choosing 
what goes inside their portfolio, and choice of seating to name a few (Erwin, 
2004). In classrooms where students have freedom to pursue their interests, 
engagement will be fostered, which will then lead to an increase in learning 
(Erwin, 2004).  
Akers (2017) adds that “Increasing student engagement is not a simple 
task. It takes time and energy from teachers and students” (p.32). To increase 
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student engagement, Aker’s (2017) department conducted a case study where a 
STEM camp was offered for incoming freshman during the summer. There were 
17 students enrolled. During the challenge of the construction of a Rube 
Goldberg device it was noticed that an important factor to student engagement 
was student choice (Akers, 2017). At the beginning of the school year, Aker’s 
department discussed more ways to provide student choice since the students 
from the STEM camp expressed pleasure when they were provided with choice 
(Akers, 2017). Aker (2017) explained that when students are given a voice 
towards their classwork, it yields in great benefit. 
Parker et al. (2017), include that in order to boost student engagement 
they must be given real choices in the classroom. Doing so will allow them to 
capitalize on their strengths and meet their individual learning needs (Parker et 
al., 2017). They describe two case studies in which high school mathematics 
teachers provided choices for their students (Parker et al., 2017). In the first 
case, a teacher gave her Algebra 1 class a choice of activities to work on. Parker 
et al. (2017) explain that the teacher noticed the students were having difficulty 
choosing an activity, most likely due to never have been previously provided with 
the ability to make a choice within a school setting. Therefore, the teacher made 
sure to teach the students how to choose an appropriate activity to work on. After 
a few weeks, the teacher noticed that students became comfortable choosing 
activities and they were productive in their work (Parker et al., 2017). “Overall, 
[the teacher] found that students knew what they needed to work on and when 
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they needed help, and they used their time accordingly” (Parker et al., 2017, p. 
38). 
 In the other case, another teacher also offered choice activities to her 
students, all of which were the same concept, but of different difficulties (Parker 
et al., 2017). This teacher’s method did not yield in the same productive results 
as the previous mentioned teacher (Parker et al., 2017). The students were 
treating the work as busywork, rushing through them, and were picking the 
easiest activities (Parker et al., 2017).  In their research, Parker et al. explain Idit 
Katz and Avi Assor’s (2007) argument on how “what matters most isn’t the kind 
of choice given to students but rather how students perceive the choice provided 
to them” (2017, p. 39). Students associate their feelings towards choice with 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Parker et al., 2017). 
 Autonomy in students is elicited when they believe the task they are given 
is aligned with their values (Connell & Wellborn, 1991; Doussett, 2015; Parker et 
al., 2017). “It comes not just from participating in the process of choosing but 
rather from having a sense that the choice is personally meaningful” (Parker et 
al., 2017, p.39). Looking at the choices the two teachers gave, there was 
something about the choices the first teacher provided that made the students 
feel that those were more meaningful compared to the others (Parker et al., 
2017). 
Students feel competent when they believe they possess the skills to 
successfully master a task (Connell & Wellborn, 1991; Doussett, 2015; Parker et 
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al., 2017). “To engender competence, students must perceive choosing the task 
and doing the selected work as appropriately difficult” (Parker et al., 2017, p.39). 
The first teacher provided three to four choices, choices that were based upon 
what she felt addressed the students’ learning needs; they were given with 
explicit instruction on how to make an appropriate choice (Parker et al., 2017). 
The second teacher’s choices were of the same concept but had the students 
choose between two of four problem difficulty levels; then one or two problems 
within that level. These choices could have been too complex for the students 
because it required the students to choose two times with no instruction on how 
to make an appropriate choice. “The other part of engendering competence is 
that students must be able to choose tasks that are appropriately challenging. 
That is, possible tasks should not all be too easy or too hard” (Parker et al., 
2017, p.39). With that, the first teacher’s students were able to find tasks that 
engaged them, and they were able to complete them on their own (Parker et al., 
2017). The second teacher’s students could not find problems that best suited 
them most likely due to the high cognitive demand (Parker et al., 2017). 
When students feel close to people or have a sense of belonging, they are 
able to acquire a sense of relatedness (Connell & Wellborn, 1991; Doussett, 
2015; Parker et al., 2017). In terms of choice, a student’s feelings of relatedness 
can be influenced differently depending on their beliefs (Parker et al., 2017). 
Students who have a collectivist belief “value relationships” and make group 
efforts (Parker et al., 2017, p.39). If they are given a choice individually, it is 
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seen as a threat to their group unification (Parker et al., 2017). Students that 
have a hierarchical belief “value the role of authority figures” and see when they 
are given a choice as a threat to authority figures (Parker et al., 2017, p.39). 
Students that have “individualistic beliefs value personal goals over group goals” 
(Parker et al., 2017, p.39). These students see choice as an opportunity to 
display their individuality (Parker et al., 2017). With the first teacher, she was 
able to give her students choices that supported their sense of relatedness since 
students worked more closely together (Parker et al., 2017). For the second 
teacher, relatedness is not clear since she only provided choice to her students 
for one day (Parker et al., 2017). 
Moreover, as previously mentioned with Flowerday & Schraw (2003) 
educators believe that giving students choices within the instruction is an 
effective strategy to use to enhance motivation (Flowerday & Schraw, 2003). In 
their quantitative experimental study 84 college undergraduates were used to 
examine the effects of choice on cognitive engagement and affective 
engagement. Students were each given two choices; to complete a task of 
either an essay or a cross word puzzle, or, they were not provided choice at all. 
The results of the study indicated four findings. The first being, that interest had 
an impact on what task individuals selected when they were given a choice 
(Flowerday & Schraw, 2003). The second finding yielded that choice did not 
enhance cognitive engagement (Flowerday & Schraw, 2003). The third resulted 
that choice had some positive impact on measures of affective engagement 
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(Flowerday & Schraw, 2003). The fourth was that individuals in the no-choice 
group worked harder even though they were less interested (Flowerday & 
Schraw, 2003). Overall, they found that choice does have an impact on deeper 
learner and enhances affective engagement (Flowerday & Schraw, 2003) 
Another study by Lane et al. (2015) examined two first graders and their 
academic engaged time (AET) on two types of instructional choice: across task 
choices (choosing the order to complete tasks) and within-task choices 
(choosing how to complete a task). They utilized a single case design 
methodology and collected data using momentary time sampling procedures 
because it allowed the teachers to collect data without interfering with the 
instruction. This type of time sampling is collected in two-minute intervals during 
independent writing. Results indicated that both types of choice resulted in 
increases in AET for both students, with one demonstrating higher levels of AET 
during across-task conditions and the other demonstrating higher levels of AET 
during within-task conditions.  
 
Classroom Practices That Promote Engagement 
 The practice of teaching involves not just helping students learn but 
strengthening their capacity to learn (Taylor & Parsons, 2011). Throughout 
literature, many studies have recommended what they identify as the best 
practices to engage students in their learning (Taylor & Parsons, 2011).  
One strategy that educators have always used to push their students to 
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become further engaged is the use of positive or negative incentives (Headden & 
McKay, 2015). Teachers have used different approaches to boost behaviors they 
desire to see and depress the ones they do not (Headden & McKay, 2015). 
Ideally, students would be intrinsically motivated in their learning, unfortunately 
this is not always the case (Headden & McKay, 2015). A way to change the 
behavior for these students who are not intrinsically motivated is to reach them 
through external incentives, in other words through rewards (Deci & Ryan, 2000; 
Headden & McKay, 2015). For example, money can be an external incentive for 
students (Headden & McKay, 2015). Headden and McKay (2015) explained a 
study by Harvard economist Fryer (2011) who studied financial incentive 
programs in four U.S. cities. One of the cities Fryer studied was Dallas. In this 
program, second graders were paid two dollars for each book they read. The 
other programs in Chicago, the District of Columbia, and New York students 
were paid money for earning good grades, good test scores, etc. The Dallas 
program ended up seeing great academic gains in terms of reading (Headden & 
McKay, 2015). Fryer (2011) wrote that ‘“providing incentives for inputs [reading 
books], not outputs [getting good grades, performing well on tests], seems to 
spur achievement”’ (Headden & McKay, 2015, p. 5).  Strategies that boost 
extrinsic motivation seem to succeed because they allow students to have 
control over their learning (Headden & McKay, 2015). The Dallas program had 
better results because students were free to choose what they read. Money as 
an incentive for the Dallas program were used to incentivize engagement in the 
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process rather than performance (Headden & McKay, 2015). 
Even though many educators practice the use of external incentives to 
either encourage or discourage certain behaviors, many researchers discourage 
the use of external incentives entirely. Horn and Staker (2014) favor against the 
use of punishment, rewards, and any other external incentives. Bedell (2013) 
says these types of activities do not help students learn. Headden and McKay 
(2015) explain that rewards that enhance motivation can work when they are 
unexpected such as the first time given, but when they start becoming expected, 
it reduces intrinsic long-term motivation. Activities that are intrinsically motivating 
cause an individual to complete the activity out of pure enjoyment and no 
rewards (Fredericks, 2014). Many students are disengaged in school because 
classroom tasks are boring and offer limited opportunities for deeper 
understanding (Fredericks, 2014).  Schools must work towards creating 
experiences for students that gets them to become intrinsically motivated; where 
they find enjoyment in learning, which is a component of engagement (Horn & 
Staker, 2014). Research has been conducted to explore how to make classroom 
tasks and activities more engaging to students (Fredericks, 2014). According to 
Ryan and Deci (2000) much of the research that has been done deals with 
intrinsic motivation (as cited in Fredericks, 2014, p. 102). Important components 
of making these activities and tasks engaging are: challenge, variety, fantasy, 
meaningfulness, and choice (Fredericks, 2014). 
The first component, challenge, explains how activities that are 
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challenging but can be achieved with reasonable effort, promote engagement 
(Fredericks, 2014). If activities are too easy, students will not be offered the 
opportunity to be deeply immersed (Fredericks, 2014). Activities that are difficult 
are supported by Csikszentmihalyi’s (1989) flow theory as well as Deci and 
Ryan’s (2000) self-determination theory. As previously mentioned, flow theory is 
when there is a match between the difficulty of the activity and the skill level and 
when a student is experiencing flow, they display a strong sense of attentiveness 
(Fredericks, 2014; Csikszentmihalyi 1989). Self-determination theory explains 
that when an activity is challenging it can boost a student’s perception of 
competence which can increase engagement (Fredericks, 2014; Deci & Ryan, 
2000). Involving students in “problem solving, addressing real-world issues, 
creating new ideas, and critically evaluating” themselves can motivate students 
to see their full potential (Bedell, 2013). 
Variety, the second component, clarifies instructional methods that are of 
a variety can help teachers maintain student engagement (Fredericks, 2014). 
Research has shown that when activities and tasks are filled with variety it 
creates higher interest in students which activates affective engagement; it also 
creates greater effort into learning the content which activates cognitive 
engagement (Fredericks, 2014; Ames, 1992). If teachers can incorporate more of 
a variety into their instructional practices a student’s engagement can be 
sustained (Fredericks, 2014). 
The third component fantasy illuminates that characteristics of computer 
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games, like fantasy, have been examined to understand why they are so 
intrinsically motivating to students (Fredericks, 2014). Teachers can make tasks 
more engaging by incorporating these aspects of fantasy into their lessons 
(Fredericks, 2014). Although the use of fantasy within instruction can increase 
attention within students, this can only be temporary (Fredericks, 2014). Students 
can get so involved in the fantasy components that it can stray them away from 
the learning and motivation long term (Fredericks, 2014). Therefore, student 
activities need to be carefully designed when incorporating the use of fantasy in 
order to heighten both emotional and cognitive engagement (Fredericks, 2014).  
The fourth component of meaningfulness describes that even when 
promoting diverse and challenging activities, it does not necessarily mean the 
activities are meaningful (Fredericks, 2014). Students are more likely to learn and 
retain information when it is linked to their prior knowledge and experiences and 
provides meaningfulness (Fredericks, 2014). “Educators can increase the 
meaningfulness of tasks by drawing on students’ prior knowledge and 
experiences, connecting tasks to real-world situations, and highlighting the 
importance of tasks for future course selection and career options” (Fredericks, 
2014, p. 105). For example, incorporating extracurricular activities into 
instruction.  
In the United States, students are only in school for about seven hours 
each day which shows that students spend more of their time involved in 
activities outside of the classroom than activities inside the classroom 
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(Fredericks, 2014). In order to understand how to engage students within the 
classroom, it is essential to discuss the things outside of school that can support 
their learning and engagement as well as things that may be negatively 
impacting their engagement in the classroom (Fredericks, 2014). Many students 
participate in school and community-based extracurricular activities (Fredericks, 
2014). Feldman and Matjusko (2005) state that studies have shown that students 
who participate in extracurricular activities have “higher grades, score higher on 
achievement tests, are more engaged in school, and are more likely to attend 
college” (as cited in Fredericks, 2014, p. 78). Fredericks (2014) provides a 
hypothetical case of two students Rachel and Ryan who are profiled as 
disengaged students at school but display engagement behaviorally, emotionally, 
and cognitively in settings outside of school. The question that is raised is why 
are they disengaged in school but engaged in other settings? (Fredericks, 2014) 
One way researchers have answered these questions is by using experience 
sampling methods (ESM) (Fredericks, 2014). This experiment provides students 
with a beeper to wear for a week and are randomly beeped; when they are 
beeped, they report on what they are doing and how they are feeling during that 
moment (Fredericks, 2014). Utilization this technique has proven that classrooms 
are lacking engagement within students, especially in classrooms where the 
instruction is more teacher-directed and activities are passive (Fredericks, 2014). 
Fredericks (2014) also provides an example of how a teacher at a school 
was able to get through to a difficult student using sports. The student was 
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disruptive in class, struggled with reading, and had negative interactions with 
teachers (Fredericks, 2014). The teacher, however noticed that the student 
would have a light in his eyes when he would speak about soccer (Fredericks, 
2014). In response to this, the teacher began to provide the student with the 
sports page from newspapers to engage him in silent reading during class 
(Fredericks, 2014). With this intervention, the student became less disruptive and 
more receptive towards teachers (Fredericks, 2014). Fredericks (2014) 
elaborates that if teachers communicate to administrators the impact of 
extracurricular activities on a students experience in the classroom it can become 
truly beneficial towards the students.  
For the final component of choice that Fredericks (2014) refers to, 
Cordova and Lepper (1996) explain that when provided with a choice, a student 
will have higher levels of “persistence, enjoyment, intrinsic motivation, and 
learning” (as cited in Fredericks, 2014, p. 104). Some choice opportunities within 
the classroom may include: choosing what to study, read, or write; choosing how 
to solve a problem; choosing what assignments to complete; and choosing what 
rules should be implemented in class and what consequences should be in place 
when a rule is broken. Richardson (2016) reiterates that there are huge 
advantages that come from students who are given the opportunity to choose 
what they want to study. As explained in the self-determination theory this 
autonomy that is being experienced can increase student engagement 
(Fredericks, 2014; Deci & Ryan, 2000).  
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 In addition to Fredericks (2014) components, Bedell (2013) adds that 
fostering relationships, collaboration, and using technology can also cultivate 
student engagement. Making positive connections in the classroom through 
icebreakers, pair and share exercises, small group discussions, self-disclosure, 
and reaching out to students to point out their strengths and build their efficacy 
can increase engagement in learning (Bedell, 2013). Collaboration and having 
substantive conversations can increase their involvement and motivation as well 
(Bedell, 2013). Additionally, Technology can be used in a variety of ways to 
promote engagement. Using what students are into today, such as social media, 
can get them involved in their learning (Bedell, 2013). Students can showcase 
their work, teach other students, and collaborate all while using technology. 
Educating students based on their interest will not only improve their 
engagement but also make learning fun (Bedell, 2013). 
 Another component not previously mentioned which also can promote 
engagement in the classroom is physical activity (Doussett, 2015). Incorporation 
of physical activity to the school curriculum has also shown to improve on task 
behavior and engagement within students (Doussett, 2015; Mahar, Murphy, 
Rowe, Golden, Shields, & Raedeke, 2006; Howie, Beets, Pate, 2014). Mahar et 
al. (2006) observed on-task behavior before and after a classroom physical 
activity break and found an increase with on-task behavior within students. Howie 
et al. (2014) found that with just 10 minutes of classroom physical activity, on 
task behavior was improved. Doussett (2015) found that a fitness intervention 
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program helped alleviate barriers for student engagement. Her study included 
two intervention teachers who incorporated the fitness intervention in their 
classroom and two other comparison teachers. The intervention teachers each 
had 22 students within their class and the other two comparison teachers had 21 
and 24 students in their class. The data was collected through pre and post 
surveys, behavior logs, interviews, a mid-point check in, and a question and 
answer session. With this data, it concluded that activity bursts from this fitness 
intervention program helped eliminate barriers and increase student engagement 
(Doussett, 2015). With the barrier of not enough teacher-to-student feedback, the 
activity bursts that the fitness program provided was viewed by students as a 
reward which provided that immediate feedback (Doussett, 2015). Another 
barrier was the struggle with the coursework and the activity bursts gave 
students a break from the coursework as well as helped them focus (Doussett, 
2015). The activity bursts also helped alleviate the barrier of coming to class riled 
up from recess by calming and bringing them back together after recess 
(Doussett, 2015). Finally, the activity bursts also helped with the barrier of sitting 
down too much during the day by allowing them to get their wiggles out 
(Doussett, 2015). It is evident from this study (Doussett, 2015), that physical 
activity is linked to increased student engagement. 
 
Summary 
 In summary, the review of the literature examined the themes relevant to 
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engagement and flexible seating. To begin, the literature review discusses how 
learning environments affect the way we think, feel, and behave (Anthes, 2009). 
Learning environments should also meet the need of each individual learner 
(Limpert, 2017). This includes the seating designs in which they sit. The literature 
review explains how designs of chairs and seating styles are an important 
element in the learning environment (Espey, 2008; Harvey & Kenyon, 2013). 
Studies have shown that when a person is seated 86% of their weight is 
supported by the chair, which illustrates chairs play an important role in 
supporting weight (Harvey & Kenyon, 2013). Sitting in fixed tables and chairs 
affects the development of musculoskeletal disorders, posture, and other health-
related concerns (Thariq, Munasinghe, &amp; Abeysekara, 2010). Brain activity 
is also reduced when sitting inactive for a while (Breithhecker, 2006). Seating 
designs should not be a one-size-fits-all when it is know that times are changing 
and that there really is no one-size-fits-all in education (Kennedy, 2017). 
Providing different seating types in a classroom can be accommodating to meet 
the needs of individual students (Kennedy, 2017). Having (2017) explains how 
teachers have begun to incorporate a new trend inside their classrooms called 
flexible seating. Flexible seating is where traditional classroom furniture is 
replaced with tables and chairs of various shapes and sizes. According to the 
Department of Education (2016) flexible furniture is a must to support the active 
learning of students which can cause an increase in engagement compared to 
traditional classroom learning spaces. 
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The literature review goes into defining what engagement is and how 
educators are striving to reach engagement within their students to increase their 
learning. Bedell (2013) emphasized that engagement involves a holistic view of 
what students do, think, and feel. Schlechty (2011) explained that there are four 
components that characterize a student who is engaged. These components are: 
attentiveness, commitment, persistence, and value. Schlechty (2011) also 
described five ways students may respond regarding engagement of a task. 
They are: rebelling, retreatism, ritual compliance, strategic compliance, and 
engagement. Conner and Pope (2013) identified that engagement within 
students in learning is declining as students move through school. Even in high 
performing schools students are being identified under Schlechty’s definition as 
demonstrating ritual or strategic compliance. 
 Like Schlechty (2011) explains how there are components involved in a 
student’s engagement, many researchers have also found that full engagement 
should be viewed more holistically encompassing different components as well. 
Engagement in school encompasses a students’s behavioral, affective, and 
cognitive involvement and commitment to learning (Jimerson et al., 2003; 
Fredricks, J. A. et al., 2004; Yang, P., &amp; Lamb, M., 2014). 
 The literature review also revealed several benefits of student 
engagement. Studies have associated student engagement with positive 
physical, social, and psychological development (Conner & Pope, 2013). Bedell 
(2013) explains that students who experience engagement “learn more, develop 
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greater critical thinking skills, and are more satisfied with school” (p. 10). Bedell 
(2013) also adds that other benefits include “interpersonal skills, social 
awareness, and establishing one’s identity” (p.10). More research has 
established that engagement increases attention and focus and promotes 
meaningful learning experiences (University of Washington, 2019, para. 1). 
 A few theories that are essential in understanding engagement were 
outlined in the literature review as well. The self-determination theory developed 
by Deci and Ryan (1985) explains that when a student is self-determined or 
motivate they will experience a desire to fulfill some basic needs which include 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness when engagement is sought within an 
activity. flow theory is discussed as a psychological state when a person is 
immersed in a feeling of energized focus, involvement, and enjoyment 
(Csikszentmihalyi & Lefevre, 1989; Moneta & Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; Gregory & 
Kaufeldt, 2015).Finally, Choice theory which was developed by Glasser (1998) 
clarifies that our behaviors are chosen in satisfaction of our five psychological 
needs: survival, love and belonging, power, freedom, and fun. 
 Finally, many classroom practices that can promote engagement were 
highlighted in the literature review. An important classroom practice that is 
discussed is providing the element of choice within the classroom. When choice 
is provided in the classroom a student will have higher levels of “persistence, 
enjoyment, intrinsic enjoyment, and learning” (Fredericks, 2014, p. 104). Evans 
and Boucher (2015) stated that students must be given meaningful choices in 
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order for engagement to be fostered. Educators believe that giving students 
choices and autonomy within instruction is an effective strategy to use to 
enhance engagement and motivation (Flowerday & Schraw, 2003; Fredericks, 
2014). 
 The review of literature showed there was a gap in the literature. Some 
researchers recommended for future research to study engagement in the 
classroom in a holistic view. Others recommended studying student choice and 
flexible seating qualitatively. Others also recommended to focus in an elementary 
classroom or a smaller population. One recommended to identify the levels of 
student engagement within the classroom and for teachers to adjust their 
practice to improve engagement. Thus, the data collected from this descriptive 
study can add to the research on how first grade students perceive their 
engagement when choice with flexible seating is incorporated into their 
classroom. This study can add to the research on implementing flexible seating 
as a developing transformation in education to meet the pedagogical needs of 










RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 
 
The way classrooms look has not changed in decades (Delzer, 2016). 
Students in classrooms are expected to be problem solvers and make choices 
independently, but how can this be so when educators are solving their problems 
and restricting them from choices within the classroom?  
 Due to this, a decline in student engagement has risen as students 
advance through school (Conner & Pope, 2013). However, choice within the 
classroom has been noted as an effective motivational strategy towards 
engagement (Parker et al.,2017; Flowerday & Schraw, 2003)  
Many educators have implemented choice within the classroom through 
choice of activities, choice of partners, etc. however, for years, no seating choice 
has been offered to accommodate student activities. Current seating within the 
classroom is meant for “one size fits all” but as educators it should be known 
there is no “one size fits all”. If student engagement is truly the desired goal, then 
educators must adapt right along with our students in our learning spaces. For 
educational organizations to remain feasible in today’s competitive educational 
world, they must recognize that learning and pedagogy are changing therefore 




Travis (2017) and Allen (2018) have both addressed this issue with 
seating design choice, or flexible seating, and its effect on student engagement. 
Both studies found similar results with an increase on student engagement 
however neither defined whether this engagement was full engagement including 
behavioral, affective, and cognitive engagement. This is significant to this current 
study because as researchers have stated, in order to be fully engaged, all three 
components must be present. This is essential to educators to know so that they 
can understand whether flexible seating truly does have students fully engaged 
or are they just going through the motions. Therefore, this current descriptive 
research study attempts to examine the perspective of students and their 
engagement with choice with flexible seating within their classroom. Within this 
chapter, the specific methodology of the study is described and the sample, 
setting, data collection, and data analysis are explained thoroughly. 
 
Research Design 
A descriptive research design was used. The researcher was immersed in 
the project as the teacher who implements flexible seating within the classroom. 
First, the researcher collected data from a general level of engagement survey 
that was sent via Google Form. It was based on Schlechty’s (2011) levels of 
engagement in relation to a flexible seating environment and engagement. The 
survey was given to the student participants in the class and helped measure 
their perception on their level of engagement individually. Due to Covid-19, 
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surveys were emailed to student and parent emails. Any students who did not 
have consent or give assent was not delivered or given a survey. Next, the 
researcher interviewed some students. These interviews were of five students 
randomly selected from the class. The interviews with these students consisted 
of questions that learn more about their perception on their flexible seating 
environment. Due to the age group of the participants, the interviews were semi 
structured so that if need be the researcher was provided the ability to probe the 
participants to get more details about their thoughts, feelings, and opinions on 
their perspective of their engagement. The interviews were done virtually via 
Google Meet and were also digitally audio recorded with the researcher's 
personal audio recording device.  
All student data including surveys and audio recorded interviews were 
collected and analyzed by the researcher. All consent and assent forms and data 
were transferred and stored in the researcher's password protected computer 
which were locked in the researcher's personal safe in the researcher's home in 
which the researcher only had access to. Survey responses were downloaded 
and saved to the researcher's password protected computer. Interviews were 
voice recorded with the researcher's personal voice recorder and were uploaded 
to the researcher's personal password protected computer then sent to Rev.com 
for transcription. All transcriptions were stored in the researcher's password 
protected computer. 
According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), the methods and which 
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they are used of qualitative research all depend on the extent of the researcher 
and their interpersonal skills. Qualitative methods are used to understand 
people’s “beliefs, experiences, attitudes, behavior, and interactions” (Pathak et 
al., 2013, para. 2). According to Creswell (2013), "Phenomenologists are 
interested in the analytical and descriptive experience of phenomena by 
individuals in their everyday world" (p. 251 ). Therefore, in the process of 
reviewing various methodologies for qualitative research, the specific qualitative 
methodology utilized for this study to address the research questions posed, is 
descriptive research.  
Nassaji (2015) states that qualitative and descriptive research is very 
common in the discipline of education. “The goal of descriptive research is to 
describe a phenomenon and its characteristics” (Nassaji, 2015, p.129). 
Descriptive research is more involved with the what rather than the how or why 
(Nassaji, 2015). In this type of research data is collected qualitatively but can be 
analyzed quantitatively to determine relationships (Nassaji, 2015). 
With this, this study planned to utilize descriptive research as a 
methodology to describe the phenomenon of flexible seating and relate it to 
students’ perceptions of it with their engagement. This study also planned to 
connect theory to practice with that of choice theory in the classroom and 





The research setting took place virtually in a first-grade classroom that 
incorporates flexible seating. The reason the setting was taken place virtually is 
due to COVID-19 and schools were closed for the remainder of the 2019-2020 
school year. The classroom was from a Title 1 school within a large suburban 
Southern California school district. According to the California Department of 
Education (2019), Title 1 is defined as a federal funded program that provides 
financial assistance through state educational agencies to local educational 
agencies and public schools with high numbers or percentages of low 
socioeconomic status to help ensure that all children have a fair opportunity to 
high-quality education. Since this school was a Title 1 school, this means that 
68.1% of the students enrolled within the school received free or reduced lunch. 
The school had an enrollment of 530 students. Of the 530 students, 378 of them 
were Hispanic, 78 were White, 44 were African American, 10 were Filipino, 
seven were Asian, three were American Indian, and 10 identified with two or 
more races. Within this population 361 of the students were identified as 
socioeconomically disadvantaged, 81 were English learners, 78 were students 
with disabilities, 49 were homeless, and eight were foster youth. 
 
Research Sample 
I, the researcher, was the teacher of this study. I am employed at the 
elementary school in which this study took place. I have been teaching for five 
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years and all five years I have been teaching first grade. According to McMillan 
and Schumacher (2010), “A sample is the group of subjects from whom data are 
collected; often representative of a specific population” (p.327). In addition, “a 
very important consideration in conducting and evaluating research is the size of 
the same or the number of participants” (McMillian & Schumacher, 2010, p. 140). 
Therefore, to consider the importance of a sample size the participants of this 
study were 26 first grade students. The participants were assumed to have no 
prior experience with flexible seating. The participants were from a Title 1 school. 
10 were female and 16 were male. Seven were considered to be English 
learners, four had Individualized Learning Plans (IEPs) and were considered 
special education students, and three identified as McKinney-Vento. 
Merriam (1998) explains that “purposeful sampling is based on the 
assumption that the researcher wants to discover, understand, and gain insight 
and therefore must select a sample from which the most can be learned” (p. 61). 
This sample was purposefully selected because the sample comes from a 
classroom that incorporates flexible seating with choice within a title-1 school. As 
the teacher researcher of the study it was important to select the sample within 
the teacher researcher’s classroom so that the teacher researcher can 
understand their students’ perceptions on their engagement with flexible seating 
therefore enhancing their personal pedagogy. Patton (2015) explained that 
“information-rich cases are those from which one can learn a great deal about 
issues of central importance to the purpose of the research” (p. 53). The sample 
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selected for this study was representative for the purpose of the study. 
 
Data Collection 
 This study included qualitative and numerical data collection methods. Due 
to COVID-19, data collection was pushed until after the school year and was 
done during the summer of 2020 virtually. Data was collected through a survey 
and interviews. Students’ perceptions on their level of engagement were 
assessed through their responses on the survey. Students’ perceptions of flexible 
seating with choice were assessed through the interviews.   
 The survey that was used to collect data on students’ perceptions of their 
level of engagement was adapted from Schlechty’s (2011) theory of 
engagement. The survey consisted of one question that asks students to pick the 
statement that best describes their perception on how they feel when doing work 
in their flexible seating choice. Students had experienced flexible seating with 
choice all school year long. To the students, flexible seating with choice was 
known as their “smart spot”. Therefore, on the survey it asked the students 
specifically to pick the sentence that best described how they felt when doing 
seatwork in their “smart spot” (See Appendix A). Survey statements were 
modified to fit needs of this study and the targeted population (See Appendix A). 
Fredericks (2014) recommends using survey tools as ways to assess student 
engagement. The purpose of the survey was to get a general understanding of 
the perception of students and their level of engagement in regards to choice 
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with flexible seating. The purpose of the survey was explained to the principal, 
students, and parents before and permission to conduct the interviews was 
collected beforehand. 
 A randomly selected group of five students participated in virtual face-to-
face interviews with the primary researcher. The interviews were semi structured 
so that if need be the researcher was provided the ability to probe the 
participants to get more details about their thoughts, feelings, and opinions on 
their perspective of their engagement.  The interview questions were researcher 
designed, made up of open-ended questions incorporating aspects of choice, 
student engagement, and flexible seating (See Appendix B). The interviews were 
audio recorded and transcribed afterwards to promote validity. McMillan and 
Schumacher (2010) explain using interviews as a method can provide educators 
the opportunity to obtain multiple meanings of an experience. Patton (2015) adds 
that to gather phenomenological data a researcher must conduct in-depth 
interviews with people who have directly experienced the phenomena. The 
purpose of the interviews in this research study was to unravel students’ 
experience with choice and flexible seating in terms of their engagement and to 
learn more about their perception with it. The purpose of the interview questions 
was explained to the principal, students, and parents before and permission to 
conduct the interviews was collected beforehand. 
 The purpose of using multiple methods of data collection is for less bias and 
increased credibility (Lichtman, 2013). This process is known as triangulation 
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(Lightman, 2013). Researchers validate their findings by using different methods 
of data collection for evidence (Creswell, 2013). 
 
Data Analysis 
According to Patton (2015), “Qualitative inductive data analysis is 
generating new concepts. Explanations, results, and/or theories from the specific 
data of qualitative study” (p. 541). Inductive data analysis involves discovering 
themes, patterns, and categories. The interviews were transcribed using REV, an 
online transcription service and then were analyzed for common and major 
themes. During this phase, the researcher had to make sense of what was 
uncovered in the data to formulate themes or codes (Creswell, 2013). The 
software NVIVO was used to assist in coding for major themes within student 
data. NVIVO is a quality software to use to provide depth to a qualitative study 
through data analysis (Bergin, 2011). The process of using NVIVO to analyze 
data allowed the researcher to analyze individual themes from the data collected 
to gain a deeper understanding of how different themes knit together (Welsh, 
2002).  
Qualitative and descriptive analysis are very common in the discipline of 
education (Nassaji, 2015). Descriptive research is more concerned with the what 
rather than the how or why something happens (Nassaji, 2015). The interviews 
and surveys were analyzed using descriptive analysis to reveal the what in this 
study. “The goal of descriptive research is to describe a phenomenon and its 
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characteristics” (Nassaji, 2015). In descriptive research, the data is collected 
qualitatively, but is often analyzed quantitatively to determine relationships 
(Nassaji, 2015). Descriptive analysis is appropriate when one wants to describe 
the perceptions and experiences of a population (Sandelowski, 2000). The 
process of descriptive analysis gained a deeper understanding of the 
relationships between the experiences of the sample and findings. 
 
Positionality of the Researcher 
It is essential that a researcher reflects on their individual identities and how 
they those identities affect their research process and its outcomes (Kerstetter, 
2012). A researcher should be open and honest on how their beliefs have 
influenced their research (Holmes, 2010). With this, I have provided a reflection 
of the identities and beliefs that I hold that influenced my research topic. 
The first identity I will reflect on that has influenced my research is my 
identity as a minority Latina. I want to discuss this identity as it relates to my 
research in such, I am seeking how flexible seating affects the engagement of 
Title 1 students specifically. These students tend to primarily come from low 
socioeconomic areas which also tend to consist more of minority groups. I grew 
up in a low-income community and attended Title 1 schools. The neighborhood I 
grew up in was nothing fancy. It was rich in its Hispanic culture however, I 
remember the schools being pretty basic and traditional. The schools I attended 
did not enrich the curriculum towards their community population. I remember 
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nothing was really exciting about school. There was that every so often fun 
activity, trip, or assembly, but nothing very consistent throughout the year. With 
the excitement and engagement I observed from my very own Title 1 identified 
students with flexible seating, I became curious on how it would affect students 
from low socioeconomic schools. 
The second identity I would like to reflect on that influenced my research is 
the identity of an educator. I am an educator that, just like every other educator, 
looks for best practices to be implemented within the classroom. Instructional 
strategies and how they are implemented make a difference in the classroom 
and how students learn. There are so many “research based” practices out there 
but really how “research based” are they? There is a new phenomenon out there 
that many educators are implementing because it is labeled as “research based”. 
This is the phenomenon of flexible seating. There is very little research out there 
on this new phenomenon, therefore this has interested me in exploring the topic 
even more. 
The next identity I would like to discuss that influenced my research topic is 
being an educator that implements flexible seating. I was inspired by flexible 
seating once I saw it becoming a trend on social media by other teachers. I 
thought, “This looks cool! This looks interesting!” This interest intrigued me. Once 
I implemented it, I became curious in seeing how students reacted to this new 
type of seating environment. Since the application, students have displayed 
much engagement. However, were they fully engaged? Students displayed 
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behaviorally that they were engaged by being on task and paying attention, but 
were they really learning, and did they feel connected to the work? How did the 
students feel about their engagement with flexible seating? This triggered my 
questions on what are students’ perception of their level of engagement with 
flexible seating and also their perception of flexible seating with choice. 
The final identity that influenced my research is of an educator that believes 
in an autonomous classroom. I am a firm believer that when students are offered 
independence in the classroom, they not only develop responsibility for 
themselves, but they are also more engaged in their learning. I believe this 
because when students feel they have freedom in their learning they develop a 
sense of relevance. This belief motivated my research to see how choice with 
flexible seating really does affect a student’s engagement. 
I believe with this positionality statement I have created, I have displayed 
what Sarah Tracy calls “self-reflexivity” (2010). “One of the most celebrated 
practices of qualitative research is self-reflexivity, considered to be honesty and 
authenticity with one’s self, one’s research, and one’s audience” (Tracy, 2010). I 
feel identifying my subjectivities has allowed me to become more aware and 
honest with my research as I step into the field. By practicing self-reflexivity, it 
has permitted me to determine my own authenticity with my topic. Throughout my 





Summary of the Chapter 
In summary, the purpose of this study was to examine students’ 
perspectives of their engagement when seated in flexible seating with choice. A 
descriptive research design was utilized. The setting took place in a first-grade 
classroom from a title 1 school within a Southern California school district. The 
participants were 26 first grade students within this first-grade class. Data 
collection was during the summer of 2020. Data was collected through interviews 
and surveys. Data analysis consisted of analyzing and coding for common and 
major themes. Validity was evidenced through the triangulation. Presentation of 
data and an analysis of the findings are detailed in Chapter four. In Chapter Five, 











This chapter provides an in-depth analysis of the research, data collected, 
and findings based on exploring students’ perceptions of flexible seating and 
their engagement. To conduct this study, the researcher surveyed and 
interviewed a class of first graders from an elementary school located in 
Southern California. In addition, the purpose, research questions, methodology, 
population/sample, and presentation of data are exhibited in this chapter. 
Purpose 
The purpose of this descriptive study was to examine students’ 
perspectives of their engagement when seated in flexible seating with choice. 
 
Research Questions 
This study was guided by two central research questions designed to 
explore first grade students’ perceptions of flexible seating and their level of 
engagement within their classroom setting. 
1. What are students’ perceptions of flexible seating with choice? 
2. What are students’ perceptions on their level of engagement with flexible 





Population and Sample 
The population selected to participate in the research study was 
composed of 26 first grade students. Of these students, 10 were female and 16 
were male. Seven were considered to be English learners, four have 
Individualized Education Plans (IEPs) and are considered special education 
students, and three are identified as McKinney-Vento. These students attended a 
Title 1 school in the located in Southern California. According to the California 
Department of Education (2019), Title 1 is defined as a federal funded program 
that provides financial assistance through state educational agencies to local 
educational agencies and public schools with high numbers or percentages of 
low socioeconomic status to help ensure that all children have a fair opportunity 
to high-quality education. Since the school where the study took place is a Title 1 
school, this means that 68.1% of the students enrolled within the school receive 
free or reduced lunch. Out of the 26 students asked to participate in the study, 16 
provided consent and assent to participate in the study. The participants of the 
study consisted of six females and 10 males. Of the participants who provided 
consent and assent four were considered to be English learners and three have 
Individualized Education Plans (IEPs). The research study entailed purposeful 
sampling by surveying the whole population sample of 16 students, then through 
random sampling 5 out of the 16 students were selected to be interviewed. Any 
identifying information such as names of students were omitted from the 
presentation of the findings to maintain confidentiality. Table 1 provides more 
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information on the demographics of the participants. The researcher was able to 
ascertain demographics because the researcher was also the teacher of the 
class being studied and had access to this information. 
 
Table 1. Participant Demographics 
Characteristic Frequency Percent 
Gender   
Male 10 63% 
Female 6                    37% 
Race/Ethnicity   
African American 1 6% 
Hispanic 13 81% 
White   2 13% 
English Learners (EL)   
English Learner 4 25% 




Presentation of Data 
Data was collected beginning June 2020 and concluded July 2020. 
Students were introduced to types of seating at the beginning of the 2019-2020 
school year and had all year to experience the different seating options and 
develop their perceptions of flexible seating and their level of engagement with it. 
The study fills a gap in the literature because throughout the literature student 
perceptions were not studied especially in terms of their perceptions towards 
flexible seating and their perception of their level of engagement with flexible 
79 
 
seating. The findings in this study are provided below, along with an analysis of 
the responses to each research question. 
 
Research Question 1 
1. What are students’ perceptions of flexible seating with choice? 
To answer this question data was collected through interviews of five different 
students randomly selected from the participants. The following are the interview 
questions that were asked to the students:  
Do you like how you are able to sit in your class? Explain.  
a.  What do you like or not like about it?  
b.  What could make it better?  
How do you feel about the place(s) you sit in class?  
a. Does it help you learn? Explain.  
The interviews were semi structured so that if need be the researcher was 
provided the ability to probe the participants to get more details about their 
thoughts, feelings, and opinions on their perspective of their engagement.  These 
interviews displayed five major themes that ranged from a frequency of 16-33 
and were identified among the five interview participants. Table 2 identifies the 
themes that emerged from the perception’s students had on flexible seating. The 
term “references” illustrated on table 2 implies how many times the theme was 
referenced by participants and the term “frequency” indicates the frequency of 
the word relative to the total words counted in the interview. 
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Table 2. Themes Emerged from Student Interviews 
Theme Reference Frequency 
Comfort 4 25 
Freedom of Choice 3 16 
Movement 5 18 







A theme that was identified when students were describing their 
perception on flexible seating was comfort. In this study, this theme was 
expressed four times within one of the student participants. The frequency count 
of this theme was 25. Student 9 expressed that he felt “relaxed” when asked how 
he felt about the flexible seating spaces he got to sit in. Student 9 added that he 
felt “relaxed” because the seats were “comfortable” especially the “bouncy balls”.  
Study results reveal that comfortable furniture promotes motivation and 
satisfaction with a learning environment (Breithhecker, 2006). When a student is 
uncomfortable, they become distracted and unproductive (Smith System, 2019). 
Comfortable furniture ultimately ensures increased performance and productivity 
(Breithhecker, 2006). Thus, flexible seating does provide the benefit of promoting 
comfort (Smith System, 2019). 
Freedom of Choice  
A theme that was discussed by two out of the five student participants was 
freedom of choice. It was referenced three times and the frequency count for this 
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theme was 16. Student 13 explained that she liked that she was able to “go 
wherever [she] wanted” with the flexible seating choices. Student 9 added that he 
also liked that he “got to go wherever [he] want[ed] to” with the flexible seating 
choices as well. These responses are noteworthy because even though the 
researcher did not use the word “choice” in the interview question, students 
expressed that they enjoyed being able to go wherever they wanted indicating 
choice. This is important for this study as it centers on the idea of choice. 
Research supporting this theme states that providing choice can foster 
engagement within a student (Deci et al., 1996; Evan & Boucher, 2015). When 
students are given choice within their environment, they feel empowered (Smith 
System, 2019). Burgeson (2017) explains that flexible seating increases student 
engagement due to student choice in seating option. Flexible seating gives 
students that power to choose where they get to complete their work and allows 
them to change their seating choice as needed (Smith System, 2019). Therefore, 
providing furniture and seating choices for students influences the way they 
interact and can help them meet their freedom need (Anthes, 2009; Erwin, 2004).  
Movement 
Another theme that was identified amongst the participants was the theme 
of movement. It was referenced five times by three of the student participants 
and had a frequency of 18. Student 1 communicated that he “was able to shake 
around and bounce on the bouncy ball” when answering why he felt the flexible 
seating choices helped him learn. When student 13 was asked if she felt the 
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flexible seating choices helped her learn, she stated “yeah… because [I] can 
move and think about [my answer]”. Student 11 also responded to the same 
question declaring that the flexible seating choices helped her learn because 
they kept her “energized” and she was be able to “move”. 
According to research, alternative seating described as seating equipment 
of different styles, supports a students’ need for movement or body sensation 
(Universal Design for Learning, 2019). All the movement that occurs with flexible 
seating promotes physical activity, which is linked to higher self-esteem, reduced 
anxiety, higher academic performance, better health, and improved behavior 
(Smith System, 2019; CDC, 2010; Doussett, 2015).  
Focus 
 The theme of focus was also identified amongst the participants. It was 
referenced twice by two of the participants and had a frequency of 33. The 
researcher followed up with student 2 on why she felt it was easier to learn with 
flexible seating and student 2 conveyed that “they helped [her] focus”. Student 9 
also relayed the message that the flexible seating choices helped him learn 
because he “focused more”.  
The UDL supports this theme by stating that alternative seating “can help 
some students maintain focus while working” (Universal Design for Learning, 
2019). Hyche and Maertz (2014) state that flexible seating provides the benefit of 
sensory needs to students which helps children focus and process information. 
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Grimm (2020) also explained that using flexible seating helps students focus 
while having less off-task behaviors. 
Feelings Towards Flexible Seating 
Feelings towards flexible seating was another theme identified amongst 
the participants. All five student participants referenced it for a total of 13 times 
and it had a frequency of 25. Student 11 expressed her feelings towards the 
flexible seating choices as “happy” because of the “seats [she gets] to sit in”. 
Student 2 also stated that her feelings towards the flexible seating choices made 
her feel “happy” but “because it will help [her] learn, and [she] will get better 
grades”. When asked why she believed the flexible seating choices helped her 
learn student 2 stated, “because it's fun, but it's also easier to learn”. Student 13 
had a similar response by saying she felt “excited… because [she] was happy to 
learn on them”. Student 1 also said the flexible seating choices made him feel 
“excited” but “because, in kindergarten, [he] didn't get the [flexible seating 
choices and]... just sat in a regular chair and when [he] just saw [the flexible 
seating choices he was] like, what?” This response illustrates that student 1 was 
excited for something different then what he was used to seeing in kindergarten. 
Student 9’s response towards his feelings of flexible seating was that he felt 
“relaxed” because the seats were “comfortable”.  
Research that supports this theme is flow theory. Moneta and 
Csikszentmihalyi (1996) define flow as a “psychological state in which the person 
feels simultaneously cognitively efficient, motivated, and happy.” ( p. 277). The 
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term “flow” was defined by Gregory and Kaufeldt (2015) as “the mental state that 
is achieved when a person performing an activity is immersed in a feeling of 
energized focus, full involvement, and enjoyment in the process of the activity” 
(p. 127). Flow is described as people being “fully immersed in what they are 
doing,” and when a person is in flow, they are “completely involved and 
absorbed” (Bray & McClaskey, 2014, p. 41). Bray and McClaskey (2014) 
identified flow in relation to engagement; whereas educators can provide 
opportunities for students to be in a state of flow, students will be more motivated 
and engaged towards the activity.  
 
Research Question 2 
2. What are students’ perceptions on their level of engagement with 
flexible seating with choice? 
To answer this question data was collected using a one question survey 
based on Schlechty’s (2011) level of engagement theory. The one question 
survey asked students to pick a statement that best described their perception on 
their level of engagement within flexible seating. Wording was adjusted for more 
“kid friendly” wording due to the age group of the participants (see Table 3 and 4 
below). Each statement represented a different point on a five-point likert scale. 
The statement “I do my seatwork because I see it as important and believe I will 
learn by doing it” was given a score of 5. The statement “I do my seatwork 
because my teacher told me to for a good grade” was given a score of 4. The 
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statement “I do my seatwork because I do not want to get in trouble, even though 
I see my seatwork as not important” was given a score of 3. The statement “I 
think about doing other things when doing seatwork because I do not think my 
seatwork is important” was given a score of 2. Finally, the statement “I 
misbehave when doing seatwork because I do not think my seatwork is 
important” was given a score of 1. All statements are displayed in table 3 with 
their given scores and their relation to Schlecty’s (2011) levels of engagement. 
 
Table 3. Level of Engagement Score 
Statement Score Schlechty’s Level of 
Engagement (2011) 
I do my seatwork 
because I see it as 
important and believe I 
will learn by doing it 
5 True Engagement 
I do my seatwork 
because my teacher told 
me to for a good grade 
4 Strategic Compliance 
I do my seatwork 
because I do not want to 
get in trouble, even 
though I see my 
seatwork as not 
important 
3 Ritual Compliance 
I think about doing other 
things when doing 
seatwork because I do 
not think my seatwork is 
important 
2 Retreatism 
I misbehave when doing 
seatwork because I do 





Schlechty’s (2011) levels of engagement explain how a student may 
respond regarding engagement of a task. A student who is exhibiting rebellious 
behavior refuses to comply and chooses to use their attention elsewhere, which 
can often lead to disruption (Schlechty, 2011). When demonstrating rebellion, 
students are more likely to reject their task at hand and the value the work may 
suggest (Schlecty, 2011). The next level of engagement is retreatism which 
manifests itself by the student doing nothing and bothering no one. (Schlechty, 
2011, p. 32). When a student is retreating, they develop ways to hide their 
behaviors of noncompliance (Schlechty, 2011). Above that is ritual compliance. 
When a student is in the state of ritual compliance, the student only does the 
things that are needed to be done. A student will complete the bare minimum in 
order to avoid consequences (Schlechty, 2011). Next is strategic compliance. In 
strategic compliance, the student considers the task to be of little value, however, 
will associate their attention with the outcomes such as grades (Schlechty, 2011). 
Students in strategic compliance will spend more time and energy required to 
obtain the outcome or reward (Schlechty, 2011). At the furthest end of the scale 
is full engagement which refers to a student who finds meaning and value in the 
task and will persist in times of difficulty (Schlechty, 2011). A student in full 
engagement will volunteer their resources which demonstrates their commitment 
to the work and places moral value in it (Schlechty, 2011).  
Schlechty (2011) explains that there are four components that 
characterize a student who is engaged. One of these components is 
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attentiveness (Schlechty, 2011). Another valuable factor is commitment 
(Schlechty, 2011). Persistence is another crucial element (Schlechty, 2011). 
Finally, for a student to be engaged they must find meaning and value in the 
tasks they do (Schlechty, 2011). All four of these components must be present in 
order for a student to be fully engaged (Schlechty, 2011). Throughout all levels of 
engagement, it is seen that the extent of all these components differ compared to 
one another. Table 4 exhibits Schlechty’s levels of engagement within students 

















Table 4. Schlechty’s Levels of Engagement 
Level of Engagement Attention Commitment 
Engagement- The 
student associates the 
task with a result or 
product that has mean 




The task has little 
inherent or direct value 
to the student, but the 
student associates it with 
outcomes or results that 
do have value to the 
student (grades). 
High Low 
Ritual Compliance- The 
student is willing to 
expend whatever effort is 
needed to avoid negative 
consequences. The 
emphasis is on meeting 
minimum requirements. 
Low Low 
Retreatism- The student 
is disengaged from the 
task and does not 
attempt to comply with its 
demands but does not 
try to disrupt the work or 










Rebellion- The student 
refuses to do the work, 
acts in ways to disrupt 
others, or substitutes 
tasks and activities to 








Table 5 below displays the scores students received from the one 
question survey. Furthermore, table 6 exhibits the frequency that students 
responded towards a certain statement. 75% of student participants responded 
that they do seatwork because they see it as important and believe they will learn 
by doing it. 18.8% of student participants responded that they do seatwork 
because their teacher told them to for a good grade. 6.3% of student participants 
responded that they think about doing other things when doing seatwork because 
they do not think their seatwork is important.  
 
Table 5. Engagement Score by Student 























Table 6. Measures of Frequency of Student Responses on Perception of 
Engagement Level with Flexible Seating 
 
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 
I misbehave when 
doing seatwork 
because I do not 
think my seatwork 
is important. 
0 0.0 0.0 
I think about 
doing other things 
when doing 
seatwork because 
I do not think my 
seatwork is 
important. 
1 6.3 6.3 
I do my seatwork 
because I do not 
want to get in 
trouble, even 
though I see my 
seatwork as not 
important. 
0 0.0 0.0 
I do my seatwork 
because my 
teacher told me to 
for a good grade. 
3 18.8 18.8 
I do my seatwork 
because I see it 
as important and 
believe I will learn 
by doing it. 
12 75.0 75.0 
 
 
With these frequencies, this illustrates that 12 of the student participants 
perceive their level of engagement with flexible seating to be considered “full 
engagement” when relating to Schlechty’s (2011) levels of engagement. 
Therefore, these 12 students associate any task they do within their flexible 
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seating choice with a result that they find meaning and value in (Schlechty, 
2011). These students’ attention and commitment levels are both high which 
means that they pay attention, focus, and use their own time and effort voluntarily 
to support themselves in completing the task assigned (Schlechty, 2011). 
There were three student participants who perceived their level of 
engagement with flexible seating to be “strategic compliance”. These students 
find their tasks when seated in flexible seating to have little direct value, but they 
associate it with outcomes that they do value, which in this case is their grades. 
The attention and commitment levels for these students are high for attention and 
low for commitment which suggests that they pay attention and focus on getting 
their work done, but they do not voluntarily put forth their time and effort 
(Schlechty, 2011). Therefore, these students will focus on their task when seated 
in flexible seating, but only because they want to get a good grade. Thus, they 
will not voluntarily put extra time and effort into their tasks since they do not find 
further value in the tasks besides receiving good grades. 
The one student who perceived their level of engagement as “retreatism” 
disengages from the task when seated in flexible seating and does not attempt to 
fulfill it. However, this student does not try to disrupt the task by doing other 
things. This student’s attention towards the task does not exist and their 
commitment level is very low. In other words, the student does not pay attention 
or focus on completing tasks while seated in flexible seating, and they scarcely 
volunteer to put forth time and effort towards the task. 
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The other two responses available were not selected by any of the 
participants, therefore analysis of students and the levels of “rebellion” and “ritual 
compliance” cannot be examined.  
 
Choice Theory and the Data 
Studies have shown the impact learning environments have on student 
engagement (Haghighi & Jusan, 2012; Castellucci, Arezes, Molenbroek, Bruin, & 
Viviani, 2016; Grimm, 2020). Survey and interview data from student participants 
of this study revealed how students perceived their learning environment of 
flexible seating with choice and their engagement level. Choice theory by William 
Glassner (1998) was the theoretical underpinning for this study. Glassner’s 
choice theory explains that all our behaviors are chosen to satisfy our five 
psychological needs: survival, love and belonging, power, freedom, and fun. This 
study focused on the freedom need of choice theory. The freedom need consist 
of two types: freedom from and freedom to (Erwin, 2004). Within the classroom, 
freedom from refers to providing students with the opportunity to experience a 
needed change or avoid something unpleasant (Erwin, 2004). Freedom to in the 
classroom provides the students with the opportunity of choice (Erwin, 2004). 
This study looked through a freedom to lens to examine the importance of choice 
within flexible seating on student engagement. 
The student participant answers to the interviews display that their 
freedom need was being satisfied. Students expressed within the interviews that 
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they liked being able to go wherever they wanted. This supports the freedom to 
aspect within the freedom need of Glassner’s (1998) choice theory. 
The student participant answers to the survey display that majority feel 
that they are experiencing true engagement with their flexible seating choice. 
Even though the students answered the survey question in relation to their 
flexible seating choice, Glassner’s (1998) choice theory cannot be applied here 
because the survey prompt lacked a focus on the “choice” with flexible seating 
and rather focused on the students’ perception on their level of engagement 
while sitting in their flexible seating. 
 
Additional Findings 
Through the data collection and analysis process of this study, additional 
findings surfaced. These findings correspond with the student participants who 
had Individualized Education Plans (IEPs). These students who had IEPs were 
students who fell within the Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD).  
The two students who participated in the study and fell within the spectrum 
did complete the one question survey but were not randomly selected for the 
interview. As seen in table 5, student 8 scored a four and student 10 scored 
themselves a five. Therefore this indicates that student 8 believed that they do 
their seatwork because their teacher told them to for a good grade and student 
10 believed that they do their seatwork because they see it as important and 
believe they will learn by doing it. 
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Looking at table 3, it is seen that student 8’s perception of their level of 
engagement with flexible seating falls within the level of strategic compliance 
under Schlechty’s (2011) levels of engagement. Student 10’s perception of their 
level of engagement with flexible seating falls within the level of true engagement 
under Schlechty’s (2011) levels of engagement. Table 4 provides more detail for 
these students’ perception of their level of engagement.  
Student 8 falling within the level of strategic compliance believes that the 
tasks they face have little inherent or direct value to them but associates it with 
the outcomes or results that they do value, in this case grades. The attention and 
commitment levels for this student are high for attention and low for commitment 
which suggests that the student pays attention and focuses on getting their work 
done, but does not voluntarily put forth their time and effort (Schlechty, 2011). 
Therefore, this student will focus on their task when seated in flexible seating, but 
only because they want to get a good grade. Thus, they will not voluntarily put 
extra time and effort into their tasks since they do not find further value in the 
tasks besides receiving good grades. 
Student 10, falling within the level of true engagement, associated the 
tasks they face with a result or product that has meaning and value to them. This 
student’s attention and commitment levels are both high which means that they 
pay attention, focus, and use their own time and effort voluntarily to support 
themselves in completing the task assigned (Schlechty, 2011). 
These findings are interesting as past research states that the use of 
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flexible seating within students of special needs found improvements in 
engagement (Bagatell et al., 2010; Schwartz, 2004; Watling, Deitz, Kanny, & 
McLaughlin, 1999). These findings would support past research if data was 
collected prior to the students being exposed to flexible seating and growth in 
student engagement was exhibited. These findings could spark future research in 
comparing student engagement data prior to flexible seating and after flexible 
seating within special needs students. 
 
Validity of the Data 
According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), “Validity in qualitative 
research means the extent to which the data is plausible, credible, and 
trustworthy; and thus can be defended and challenged” (p. 332). Carter et al. 
(2014) state that triangulation is when multiple methods are used in qualitative 
research to develop a thorough understanding of a phenomena. Triangulation 
has also been viewed to test validity through the merging of information from 
different sources in qualitative research (Carter et al., 2014).  
To ensure validity within the methods, interviews were recorded and 
transcribed after the interview. The purpose of audio recording the interviews 
was to increase accuracy of the data collected (Patten, 2012). Interviews also 
consisted of open-ended questions. Patton (2015) emphasized that open-ended 
questions within interviews probes in-depth data on people’s experiences. To 
safeguard validity with the survey, content validity was used as a guide. Markus 
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and Smith (2010) explain that “content validity refers to the extent to which the 
items on a test are fairly representative of the entire domain the test seeks to 
measure” (p. 239). Therefore, the researcher-designed survey based on 
Schlechty’s (2011) levels of engagement was created to measure students’ 
perceptions on their level of engagement within flexible seating with choice. To 
further ensure validity with the survey, the survey was adapted from a credible 
source: Schlechty’s (2011) levels of engagement. The questions and statements 
were modified to fit needs of this study and the targeted population. 
Even though methodological triangulation was established by using 
multiple methods and each method was valid, each method was individually 
linked to answer one of the research questions presented. Therefore, more 
research is needed because the triangulation of the data for the study would 
need to be validated. The research from another study that incorporates multiple 
methods per research question would be able to validate the results by merging 
the information together to draw similar conclusions (Carter et al., 2014).  
 
Summary of Findings 
This chapter provided an in-depth analysis of the research, data collected, 
and findings based on examining students’ perceptions of their engagement 
when seated in flexible seating with choice. To conduct this study, the researcher 
surveyed and interviewed 16 first grade students from a first grade class in a Title 
1 school located in Southern California. This study was guided by the two central 
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research questions. The first being, what are students’ perceptions of flexible 
seating with choice? The second, what are students’ perceptions on their level of 
engagement with flexible seating with choice? 
Several themes emerged from the data collected in this study based on 
the perceptions of students and their engagement when seated in flexible seating 
with choice. These themes included comfort, freedom of choice, focus, 
movement, and feelings towards flexible seating. Additional findings within 
students with special needs was also highlighted. Chapter five of this study will 
present conclusions based on the findings and recommendations for future 















RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 
 
The purpose of this descriptive study was to examine first-grade students’ 
perspectives of their engagement when seated in flexible seating with choice. 
This descriptive study consisted of a survey to measure students’ perceptions of 
their engagement level with flexible seating and interviews to describe even 
further their perception of flexible seating. The target population based on 
purposeful sampling consisted of an entire first-grade class from a Title 1 school 
within Southern California. The research study entailed 16 first grade student 
participants that had consent and gave assent. This study was guided by two 
central research questions: What are students’ perceptions of flexible seating 
with choice? What are students’ perceptions on their level of engagement with 
flexible seating with choice? The researcher provided a survey to measure the 
students’ perceptions on their level of engagement with flexible seating and 
aligned the survey with Schlechty’s (2011) levels of engagement theory. The 
researcher also conducted semi-structured interviews. The researcher aligned 
the interview questions with the research questions to obtain rich data that was 
relevant to the purpose of the study. The researcher descriptively analyzed the 
survey and coded the interview responses into themes that corresponded with 
the research questions and the purpose of the study. Two types of data were 
collected and analyzed to triangulate the data and to verify consistency of the 
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findings. In this chapter, implications for action, recommendations for further 
research, and limitations are included. 
 
Implications for Action 
The conclusions drawn from the major findings of this study led to the 
configuration of the implications for action. The following actions need to be 
considered by all stakeholders to meet and support the diverse academic and 
social needs of today's diverse student population. 
Implication 1: Teacher Training on Flexible Seating. 
 Classroom management plays a big role in the successful implementation 
of flexible seating (Gonzales, 2017; Tucker, 2017). Walker (2016) explains that 
educational needs cannot be met by simply adding flexible seating options in 
classrooms. Flexible seating is a tool to support educational needs that need to 
be well managed to make learning for engaging (Walker, 2016). Therefore, 
teachers should be provided with professional development opportunities on how 
to effectively implement flexible seating within their classrooms. This can be done 
through staff meetings led by an experienced teacher who has implemented 
flexible seating successfully. Also, during Professional Learning Communities 
(PLCs), grade levels could do their own research on the benefits and keys to 
implementing flexible seating. Finally, teachers that are really interested in 
implementing flexible seating should be given the opportunity to observe a 
teacher who executes it well.  
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Implication 2: Funding for Flexible Seating. 
 To successfully implement flexible seating within classrooms, it will cost 
quite a bit of money. Funding is a major factor when purchasing flexible seating 
furniture that is durable, long-lasting, and safe. Many teachers who do 
incorporate flexible seating within their classrooms pay for it out of their pockets. 
Therefore, it is important for teachers to work with school site administrators to 
allocate funding in the budget for flexible seating. A district committee could be 
formed to study the impact of flexible seating and what funding is necessary. 
Teachers could also get funding for flexible seating by applying for grants or 
through stipends. 
Implication 3: Policies on Flexible Seating. 
The Department of Education (2016) states that flexible seating is 
designed to support active learning in students and is a must for a collaborative 
learning space. When a classroom is designed to support the active learning of 
students, an increase in engagement occurs compared to the traditional row by 
row classroom seating design (Department of Education, 2016). With this coming 
from the Department of Education, why is it that no seating choice continues to 
not be offered to accommodate student activities? Local, state, and federal 
governments need to enact policies where flexible seating is incorporated into 
classrooms and schools. Policies that provide students with the opportunities of 
movement to support active learning, whether in classrooms or a location within 
schools, can assist in increasing engagement. Creating policies towards 
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increasing engagement can hold local, state, and federal governments 
accountable in supporting active learning within students.  
 
Recommendations 
The following recommendations were made for further research based on 
the findings and conclusions of this study. 
Recommendation 1: Larger Population/Sample 
 Based on the findings and conclusions, it is recommended that a larger 
number of students be studied. In a future study it is suggested to study the 
perceptions of students in a larger context. Examining the perceptions of 
students in a larger setting, such as an entire grade level, multiple grade levels, 
or even an entire school can give more in-depth data and provide educators a 
better look on how students view their engagement with flexible seating. 
Recommendation 2: Upper Grade Level/Secondary Student Perspectives 
 It is suggested to conduct a study on the perceptions of upper grade level 
and/or secondary students and flexible seating. The data collected will provide in-
depth information on how students of older ages view their engagement with 
flexible seating. If viewing data on older students shows that students view their 
engagement with flexible seating positively then this possibly could decrease the 
high school dropout rate. Walters (2016) explains that students tend to drop out 
due to their lack of engagement, therefore if educators can create an engaging 
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learning experience for these students, it can lead to reduced dropout rates and 
increased graduation rates.  
Recommendation 3: Perspective of Students with Special Needs 
It is recommended to conduct a study that focuses on the perspectives of 
students with special needs. This study had additional findings that unveiled a 
couple of special needs students’ perceptions on their level of engagement 
therefore, future research should study a greater population of students with 
special needs to get a better generalization of special need student perception on 
flexible seating. A comparison study of special need students’ perspectives prior 
to flexible seating as well as after is also recommended. 
Recommendation 4: Parent Perspectives 
It is suggested that the perceptions of parents on flexible seating be 
further researched. The experiences and stories of the parents will provide rich 
information for educators to make appropriate decisions on learning 
environments that meets the needs of the students. This can also build stronger 
home to school relationships and partnerships with parents and school staff.  
Recommendation 5: Teacher Perspectives 
 Another recommendation for future research would be to study the 
perception of teachers on flexible seating. There is a growing need for teachers 
to implement research-based instructional practices to help promote engagement 
(Ivory, 2017). But do teachers really feel that flexible seating does promote 
student engagement? Teachers are the experts in innovative approaches to 
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education (Dintersmith, 2018). Flexible seating is a step towards innovation 
(Bolling, 2020). Teachers experiences with flexible seating should be examined 
to see if students really are engaged with flexible seating.   
Recommendation 6: Comparison Study 
Comparing the data of a non-traditional classroom with flexible seating to 
a traditional classroom without flexible seating is recommended for future 
research. Another comparison study that can be studied in the future is a 
comparison of the same group of students who are placed half of the year in a 
traditional classroom and the other half of the year in a flexible seating 
classroom. The data from these types of studies can exhibit if there is any growth 
in student engagement from a traditional setting to a flexible seating setting. Data 
from these types of studies can also reveal if students prefer flexible seating or 
traditional seating. 
Recommendation 7: Follow up with Students who Scored “Retreatism” 
 Another recommendation for future research would be to look further into 
the students who scored within the “retreatism” level of engagement to see what 
other influential factors could be affecting their perception on their level of 
engagement. Determining other influential factors could reveal other elements 
that play into student engagement which could help educators find effective 
strategies in increasing engagement for all students. 
Recommendation 8: Flexible Seating with Choice and No Choice 
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An additional recommendation for future research would be to do another 
comparison study focusing on flexible seating with no student choice and flexible 
seating with student choice. Data from these studies can identify whether or not 
choice plays a factor with flexible seating and student engagement. 
Recommendation 9: Administrator’s Perspectives 
A final recommendation for future research would be to study the 
perspectives of administrators on flexible seating. School administrators have a 
good sense of how classrooms look within their schools. They can see what is 
working within their schools and what is not. Examining their perspectives on 
flexible seating could shed light to educators on what is working with flexible 
seating within schools and what is not. 
 
Limitations 
Some limitations existed in this descriptive research study. Due to COVID-
19, this study had to be pushed back and evolve to meet the guidelines of the 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). Therefore, the first limitation 
that could have impacted the results of this study was sample size. Originally, the 
researcher planned on having the entire first grade class participate. However, 
due to emergency distance learning and no face to face communication, it was 
difficult for the researcher to communicate with parents and students as often as 
she would prior to the emergency shutdown. Thus, recruitment was challenging 
and therefore impacted the sample size of the study. 
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Another limitation that could have impacted the results of this study was 
the data collection process. Due to COVID-19 no face to face interaction was 
allowed during the data collection process. Originally, the researcher had 
planned to observe students, provide a paper-based survey that was going to be 
read to the students, and interview the students face to face. Since the 
emergency shutdown, no face to face interaction occurred and data collection 
had to all be done electronically or virtually. This meant no more observations 
since school was closed, the paper survey was delivered electronically with audio 
attached, and interviews were done virtually. The electronically delivered survey 
could have affected the results of this study because the age group of the 
students were between six and eight therefore, they have little to no technology 
skills. The students’ parents would have had to help navigate the survey, click 
the options they selected, and helped in listening to the attached audio. 
Interviews could have also affected the results of this study since they were done 
virtually. During the virtual interviews, there was feedback that got collected in 
some of the recordings which made it difficult to understand. Also, since the 
interviews were done virtually, the discussions during the interviews were not as 
rich as expected if done within the classroom. This could be because the comfort 
level of the students within the classroom with their teacher was different than 
their comfort level virtually with their teacher. Students had their parents sitting 
next to them during the virtual interviews which could have caused them to be 
timid in talking to their teacher. Prior to the shutdown, it was observed within the 
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classroom that students were extremely comfortable talking to their teacher. 
Therefore, the interview data could have affected the results of this study. 
An additional limitation that could have impacted the results of the study is 
participant bias. The student participants could have responded to the survey or 
interview questions in a manner they thought the researcher would have wanted. 
Since the researcher was also the student participants’ teacher, students could 
have wanted to present the best versions of themselves to their teacher, 
therefore results could have been affected. 
The next limitation that could have impacted the results was that the 
survey prompt lacked the focus of “choice” within flexible seating. This study 
centered the focus on flexible seating with choice and even though the students 
answered the survey question in relation to their flexible seating choice, the 
survey prompt lacked a focus on the “choice” with flexible seating and rather 
focused on the students’ perception on their level of engagement while sitting in 
their flexible seating. 
Other factors could have also impacted the results of the study. There 
were a high number of students who scored “full engagement” and even though 
this study focused on flexible seating with choice, other factors could have 
caused students to perceive their engagement as “full engagement. These 
factors include teacher-student relationship, activities taken place in the class, 
and classroom management. Students could have perceived themselves to be 
engaged not only due to the flexible seating with choice but also due to the 
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relationship they have with their teacher. When students are comfortable and 
have a positive relationship with their teacher, this could possibly affect their 
engagement. Student activities being taken place could also affect their 
perception of their level of engagement because if an activity is meaningful and 
students find value in it, then this could also affect their engagement. Finally, 
classroom management could have also affected student’s engagement because 
flexible seating requires a lot of classroom management and when a classroom 
is well structured this can promote engagement within the class due to the less 
amount of disorganization. 
The final limitation that could have impacted the results of the study was 
that there was no comparison group. Student responses to the survey and the 
interviews in regard to their engagement with flexible seating does not 
necessarily mean they would not respond the same way in traditional seating. 
 
Conclusions 
The purpose of this descriptive research study was to examine student 
perspectives of their engagement when seated in flexible seating with choice. 
The findings collected through this study based on the perceptions of first-grade 
students who have experienced flexible seating within their classroom were 
insightful and addressed the research questions. Several consistent themes that 
were supported and confirmed by the research and literature emerged from 
students' interviews. In this study, the students explained in the interviews their 
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experiences with flexible seating and how they liked it, felt about it, and thought 
about learning with it. Themes that arose based on the students' perceptions with 
flexible seating were comfort, freedom of choice, movement, focus, and feelings 
towards flexible seating. The data compiled also showed the perceptions 
students have on their level of engagement. 75% of student participants 
perceived their level of engagement to be considered true engagement or full 
engagement according to Schlechty’s (2011) levels of engagement, while 18.8% 
perceived their level to be considered strategic compliance and 6.3% perceived 
theirs to be retreatism. The results of the study coincided with previous research 
on the positive effects flexible seating has on student engagement (Allen, 2018; 
Burgeson, 2017; Sandeep, 2019; Travis, 2017) 
 In conclusion, this study adds to the literature by studying student 
perceptions towards flexible seating and their perception of their engagement 
level with flexible seating. Based on the results of this study and aligning with 
previous research on choice in the classroom, the researcher recommends 
continuing student choice in relation to seating type in the classroom. The 
researcher also recommends further research into the subject to gather more 
information on flexible seating choices and different age levels. Once educators 
are able to identify the levels of student engagement within their classroom along 
with perceptions of their learning environments in relation to engagement, they 





















Level of Engagement Survey 
Pick the sentence that best describes how you feel when doing 
seatwork in flexible seating (your smart spot). Choose only one.  
◯ I do my seatwork because I see it as important and believe I will 
learn by doing it. (True Engagement)  
◯ I do my seatwork because my teacher told me to for a good grade. 
(Strategic Compliance)  
◯ I do my seatwork because I do not want to get in trouble, even 
though I see my seatwork as not important. (Ritual Compliance)  
◯ I think about doing other things when doing seatwork because I do 
not think my seatwork is important. (Retreatism)  
◯ I misbehave when doing seatwork because I do not think my 
seatwork is important (Rebellion)  























1. Do you like how you are able to sit in your class? Explain.  
   a. What do you like or not like about it?  
  b. What could make it better?  
 
2. How do you feel about the place(s) you sit in in class? a. Does it help you 
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